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The social study of language

The scope of enquiry

ol istics is the field that studies the gelationsbetween lan=
*‘W’ between the {isés ofdanguage and the/social
structures in which the users of language live. It is a field of study
that assumes that human society is made up of many related
patterns and behaviours, some of which are linguistic.

One of the principal uses of language is to communicate mean-
ing, but it is also used to establish and to maintain social relation-
ships. Watch a mother with a young child. Most of their talk is
devoted to nurturing the social bond between them. Listen to two
friends talking. Much of their conversation functions to express
and refine their mutual compact of companionship. When you
meet strangers, the way they talk informs you about their social
and geographical backgrounds, and the way you talk sends subtle
or blatant signals about what you think of them. It is these aspects
of language use that sociolinguists study.

In the thirty years or so that it has been recognized as a branch
of the scientific study of language, sociolinguistics has grown into
one of the most important of the ‘hyphenated’ fields of linguistics.
This term distinguishes the core fields of historical and descriptive
linguistics (phonology, morphology, and syntax) from the newer
interdisciplinary fields like psycholinguistics, applied linguistics,
neurolinguistics, and sociolinguistics or the sociology of lan-
guage. Stranded at times between sociology (one of the field’s
putative parents) and linguistics (the other), the practitioners
of sociolinguistics have so far avoided the rigorous bounds of a
single theoretical model, or the identifying shelter of a single
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might ask why speakers of certain varieties are influential and
powerful, and why speakers of other varieties are regularly dis-
criminated against. These questions concern the use of a language
or a language variety as a whole rather than individual variations,
and asking them makes the study of language a means to under-
standing a society.

Some scholars use this difference of perspective to divide the
field into two. They want to distinguish between gogiolinguistics,
which emphasi ial i on language, and the
sociology of language, which ,wﬂhc_mlmm_in
society, In this book, however, I shall examine both aspects
together, arguing for a common concern for the connection
between language and society rather than a need to give priority
to one or the other.

There are, as we will see, a large number of discrete but related
phenomena that can be considered from the two perspectives.
Included are topics like language and gender, social stratification,
language planning, language and power, language and ethnicity,
language and nationalism. To capture relevant dimensions of the
patterns under study, the sociolinguist is regularly forced to
broaden the scope of enquiry from the parent disciplines of
linguistics and sociology to other fields like social psychology,
gender studies, public policy management, political science, and
history.

I there is 2 common theme that emerges from the studies of
sociolinguists, it is that the complex interplay of language struc-
ture with social structuge means that any user of language is con-

stantl ! i i ial i iond My
identity (or rather my various identities) is recognizable from my
choice among all the variants that a language offers. One might
even go so far as to claim that it is this choice of identity that
accounts, better than the other factors we will consider, for the
observable variation in natural speech.

But before we can consider these more specific topics and the
theories held to explain them, it is valuable to make clear what the
data of sociolinguistics are, and what methods are used to collect

these data.
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The methods of enquiry

What to study and how to study it are closely related questions. A
theory tells us which facts count as data. A science advances eitl_ler
by posing new important questions about the data or by ﬁ“_dmg
new ways of observing data to answer important questions.
Noam Chomsky initiated a revolution in linguistics by asking
how to account for the fact that everyone who learns a language
(a first language, that is to say) shows evidence of control of rules
that are not evident from normal exposure to people speaking.
Sociolinguists ask a different question: how to account for the
variation that exists in every language. Because of what tl}"-'Y
study, they are just as concerned with how to answer the question
as with the question itself.

. The reason for this concern is because we need to observe a

ynamic phenomenon in its natural setting. In biology, one common
way of studying fro

gs is by dissecting them, but of course a dead frqg
doesn’t do very much. In sociolinguistics, the analogous riddle is
what Labov labelled the observer's paradox, namely: how can we
observe the way people speak when they are not being observed?

1€ enigma arises because sociolinguists believe that language
use 1s always sensitive to the social relations among the partici-
ﬂznts I a speech event. We speak differently to superiors, to col-
chagues’ to friends, and to children, Oyr speech patterns regularly

"8 when another person (especially a stranger) enters the

conversation. Even young ch;| : ly dif-
ferent styles for talking IR develop mazkedy

of speech to audience, h . diffemm peop B ibign ghisaeasitoiy
outside obserye wit’ s i, whoisa i e s
tored speech pa:t,ter neils o5 record the vernacular and unmoni-
Doesn’t the Prti-sencns ft l?t close friends use among themselves?
oot = % the sociolinguist kill the naturalness of the

€Ctive i

There has beey - def?( as the dissector’s scalpel kills the frog?
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observers and the quantifiers. Joshua Fi§hman has recounted thatf
when he and John Gumperz were wor.kmg together ona study 0
bilingualism among Puerto Ricans in the Jersey C:ty barrio,
Gumperz would occasionally as!( hlr_n to produce _f!‘-’lde‘l_lcf to
back up an assertion. Fishman, with his background in socio og};
and psychology, would bring in bundles of computer print-out o
statistical calculations. When Gumperz himself was similarly
challenged by Fishman, Gumperz, trained as an ethnographer,
would describe a conversation he had overheard at a party the
night before. Note that Fishman used elicited datz_:t that could be
analysed statistically, while Gumperz discovered h{s data through
observation of the use of language in a natural setting.

If we try to understand the basis for these two a}pproaches, we
might say that sociologists seek their evidence in the patterns
underlying the answers of a large number of people to many care-
fully designed questions. The social forces that control individual
speech behaviour are expressed, sociologists believe, in the statis-
tically determinable tendencies that can be extracted by analysing
large quantities of data. Ethnographers, on the other hand,
trained to compare the behaviour of individuals in one culture
with the patterns of behaviour observed in many other cultures,
have learned to present their intuitions through the interpretation
of single events that they carefully observe. The two approaches
are complementary.

Whatever method they choose, what sociolinguists are looking
for is evidence of socially accepted rules accounting for variations
in speech. The evidence is in part the speech variation (the differ-
ences in pronunciation or word-choice, or in grammatical
choice), in part the characteristics of the speaker (age, gender,
education, place of birth, and domicile), and in part the nature of
the speech encounter (its place, its topic, the role relations of the
speakers). Some of these data can be collected by observation,
some by elicitation. Whether to trust the observation is of course
a problem: the speaker might be pretending or lying,
might be looking too hard or not noticing somethin
of these methodological problems are inevitable in
living phenomenon like language in its social use.

Given these concerns, man
collected in a number of diffe

the observer
g critical. All
the study of a

y studies make use of multiple data
rent ways. If the observed encounter
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shows the same pattern as the carefully _analys.ed sampif tﬁ:
speech, and if the attitudinal questionnaire is consistent Wit o
statistical observations, a sociolinguist can be more confident tha
the account of the underlying structure is valid.

The sociolinguist at work

In practice, a number of workable solutions have been found_}o
the ‘observer’s paradox’ of collecting natural speecl_l sampleds-_ 4
analyse variation in pronunciation, sociolinguists studying
microlinguistic variation regularly count the frequean ?f P
rence of a linguistic feature under defined social conditions. For
finer differences, they may make precise instrumental measurle'
ments of significant speech sounds. In order to obtain the samples
for this analysis, natural speech must be recorded on tape. This
produces the methodological problem. Won’t speakers become
self-conscious, and try to make their speech clearer or more stan-
dard in the presence of a tape-recorder? Are the data collected in
this way natural?

Clandestine recording has been tried and largely abandoned.
There are practical reasons, for the tapes are usually noisy and
require very expensive processing. There are also ethical ones.
Fifty years ago, a study of spoken English could be based on sur-
reptitiously recorded telephone conversations passing through a
university switchboard. In a climate of greater respect for the
privacy of their sources, sociolinguists now ask their subjects for
permission to use the tapes that they have made. Tape-recorders
are now in the open, and researchers are generally satisfied that

any initial anxiety effecting the level of formality will disappear as
an interview continues,

Thea interview, modelled on the format developed
by William Labov for his now classic doctoral study of New York
City English, is one of the most common techniques for gathering
samples of languf;gc, In the interview, the sociolinguist talks to the
subject, attempting to elicit examples of various kinds of speech.
The normal stylistic level for an interview like this is fairly formal,
for the two people speaking are strangers. There are ways to mod-
ify the level of formality, The €asiest alteration is in the direction
of more careful attention to speech, by giving the person being
SURVEY

interviewed a passage or a list of words to rgad. It is more fi1fh<-.|‘ult

i ional bursts of informal speech occur
to relax the formality. Occasiona : . : G- .

i tside the interview, such as
when a speaker switches to a topic outside the int S
when a mother being interviewed by a s-f)cn:)h.ng‘w“St SPC? o o
child who has come into the room. Another c1rcumstam§‘lb w ‘t ;1
the speaker is emotionally 'mvolw.ad inan event he or s:e is na :?ln
ing. Taking advantage of this, an interviewer mlght aska qgesd 7
about an occasion when the speaker’s life was in danger and so
obtain less self-conscious speech.

Interviews provide a good deal of data, apd are therefore
invaluable in studying in depth the language variation of the sub-
jects. By selecting a sample of subjects carefully, the researcher
can make sure that significant social types (for example, by gen-
der, age, education, occupation) are represented. One way to do
this is to draw the subjects from a sample previously studied in a
sociological survey. But interviews are expensive in time and
effort, so that the number of different people studied is limited.

For studying larger populations, one technique is the covert col-
lection of non-intrusive responses. Labov used this technique when
he asked salespeople in three New York department stores a ques-
tion to which the answer was ‘Fourth floor’. This utterance gave
him two post-vocalic ‘r’s and a ‘th’ to record. By asking for a repe-
tition, he obtained a second set of data, this time with added stress.
A related approach has been tried using telephone calls made in
different languages in a multilingual city, to find out whether there

was prejudice against speakers of one of the languages.

Once a natural speech sample has been collected, it must be
analysed. Usually, the linguist chooses a variable, a specific feature
that previous observation suggests is likely to prove of social sig-
nificance. In New York English, the pronunciation of /r/ after a
vowel is such a feature, and in Palestinian vernacular Arabic it is
the use of /J/ rather than /k/ in the word for dog, kalb or chalb.
Each occasion where the feature could occur is counted, and the
percentage of each variant under specific conditions (for example,

by speaker or by style) provides statistical data which can be com-
pared with other factors.

Because the interviewer usually has some clear preconceptions
about what phenomena ar

bou : e likely to be interesting,asociolinguis-
uc nterview follows a prepared protocol. After an opening
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general conversation, there are likely to be questions abou(;
children’s games and rhymes to elicit older vernacglar usage, ane
a question about some momentous event that might encouragd
the subject to talk unself-consciously. There may also be wor_
lists to read or pictures to name to check out more cargful pro
nunciation of selected sounds or to check out variations in names
of objects. An interview provides extensive statistical data on a
large number of linguistic variations. : o h
For sociolinguists working in the ethnographic tta.dltl()ﬂ', the
main technique is the recording (either at the same time w1thha
tape-recorder or more usually on paper immediately :_1fFer the
event) of natural speech events in which they have partlapatec?.
As in other ethnographic observation, observers’ previous experi-
ences have prepared them to recognize significant e:f(changes.
These examples are not always open to statistical analysis, but are

usually vivid cases which encourage our acceptance of the validity

of the ethnographer’s authority and his or her assertion that they

represent a general rule and not an aberrant case.

To obtain statistically analysable data about attitudes and
behaviours, a common technique is the questionnaire, a prepared
list of questions to which strangers are asked to requﬂd-
Questionnaires have been used mainly by social psychologists,

who ask the people they are studying (or a carefully selected
group of them who ca

n be shown to represent the wider popula-

tion) a set of questions about themselves, their beliefs, and their
behaviours, B

- V¥ repeating the same question in different forms, the
psychologist can get some idea of the reliability of the answers,
and by careful wording of questions, attention can be focused on

those features that are to be analysed, One of the difficulties with
direct questionnaj

res is that they focus attention on the issue so
clearly that people answering might tell you what they think you
want to know. Another dj Ity is that questionnaires are fixed
in advance and so they might |

€ave out questions that seem inter-
esting later on. In th; i
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study attitudes (‘What language do you thin}t is the most useful?’
‘What language is the most beautiful?’). With can-do questions,
they are used to obtain self-reports on language prohiciency

(‘What languages can you read?’ ‘In what languages can you
carry on a conversation?’),

The approach in this book

This chapter started out by defining the field of sociolinguistics,
and setting as its concern the relationship between language and
society. The field of study is focused on variations in language that
may be shown to be closely related to variations in society, We

then considered the methodological issues that continue to domi-
nate discussion of the field.

In Chapter 2 an ap
derived from anthropolo
communication, Thi

speech communities,

that lead to the division of languages into identi
also described in th i
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2

The ethnography of speaking and
the structure of conversation

The ethnography of speaking

Sociolinguists believe that the study of language must go beyond
the sentences that are the principal focus of descriptive and theo-
retical linguistics. It must 80 beyond language and bring in social
context, Ft must deal with the ‘rea)’ texts that make up human

. . e form expresses a topic,
some propositional content which is Passed by some physical
means, some channel, vj i case of writing or sign
Ianguag_e or aural in the case of speech. The speech event is
l()c‘atcd in snmehsettmg or other. It js possible to study these one at
a time, but eac must be included tq understand the working of
the system. In particular cases, o

» ONe or more of these fact b
: ! ors can be
emphasized. The emotive o CXPrEssive function sresses the

Speak"'w“‘”‘s_ attitude. The referentia] or denotative function
stresses the topic. Some messages just check s iy nc o
open (*Can you hear me?’) or assure that it is (U, |y h’ s

Dell Hymes proposed thag this mode| uh’)
basis for an ethnography of speaking (
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should provide the
Sometimes a5, called an

ethnography of communication), which is an .1ppr(mc_h to the
description of speech events that calls for an analysis of each of
the relevant factors. Each of them may be studied independently,
but all are closely interrelated in forming the structure of the
whole event. For each genre or kind of speech event, the factors
are realized and related in appropriate ways.

Consider for instance how we might describe a sermon. The
typical speaker is a clergyman, the listeners a group of people con-
stituting a religious congregation, the setting a church or syna-
g0gue or mosque, the channel direct VOICE Or voice amplified by
loudspeaker (or in a modified version, transmitted by radio or
television), the message form (i.e. the actual sounds, words and
sentences uttered by the speaker) a register of a language presum-

ab.ly understood by the congregation, and the topic some appro-
priate religious content.

Peech events, the
0 each other.

THE ETHNOGRAPHY OF SPEAKING
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The structure of conversations

Linguists have as a general rule focused on the smaller units of
language like sounds, words and sentences, leaving it to other
scholars to examine the larger units that make up speech events.
In the case of the written language, the study of texts and genres
has been the. task of the literary scholar. There is also a crossover
ﬁeld of stylistics and poetics where occasionally linguists and
literary scholars study the same objects and more occasionally
talk to each other about their different views. Oral literary texts
weg: also studied by folklorists and literary scholars, but the
;o‘;]]o);e c(l)i;) n;litura_l chun!cs of spoken language was generally
i y linguists until thnographers, sociologists and socio-
nguists started to explore its structure.

Because so much earlier lin
written lan

have been ¢

e guistic analysis was based on the
guage, it is understandable that the sentence should
are less use?ul}if:;eedstaséhe i;nli‘oxrtant un?r to study. But sentences
tim transcription of a :: yo 1speec:h, fm_- if you look at the verba-
sentences are finished Oidna conversation, you will see how few
change is the basic un’1; i tl)lre usefully, the conversational inter-
first teased out in s S SPOken la}nguage. Its structure was

Ome innovative studies of telephone conversa-

tions, where it wa.

s shown that a n i

; ormal

s tnmberbFdistings o telephone conversation

Who Utterance

Caller (dial: e
1als; phone rings) is i

This is th

Other Hello? A s

Caller Hello, this i L

; 1s Joe. Is that Bill? Identi ‘

Other Yes . e
Identity stage

Oth s

er  Yes.Pllsee yoy there. Ack
Caller OK. Bye. e

Caller (oee
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How do we know that telephone conversations are rule-
governed behaviour? One quick way is to imagine what is likely
to happen if someone doesn’t follow one of the rules we propose.
If when you make a telephone call, you hear the receiver being
lifted but no one speaks, the conversation is usually stuck. You
will usually issue another summons, saying something like
‘Hello! Are you there?” If, on the other hand, like many children
who have not learned the rules yet, you start speaking as soon as
the receiver is lifted, not waiting for the answerer to say some-
thing, there is a moment of confusion. If you call a number and
hear a voice saying ‘’'m busy at the moment. Please call back’ or
‘Pm not here at the moment. Please leave a message after the
beep’, you assume you are talking to a machine and behave
accordingly. To hang up without a formal close is considered
abrupt and insulting behaviour.

There is a great deal of culturally and socially determined vari-
ation in the possible choices within the pattern set out here. In
England, people commonly answer the phone by reciting their
telephone number. Telephone operators in offices are trained to
answer by identifying their employer: ‘English Department. Good
morning!” Intercom calls are answered with ‘Yes’ rather than
‘Hello’. Asking ‘Is X there?’ is interpreted as asking to speak to X.
There are national differences in these rules. In some countries, it
is considered impolite to ask to speak to someone else before initi-
ating a series of polite social interchanges with the person answer-
ing. The development of answering machines and of voice-mail is
adding new structures to the rules, setting new challenges for the
novice or the conservative.

The important notion from our point of view is that there
is a formal structure to conversations, in part determined by
the nature of the event (until the answerer says something, the
caller has no one to talk to), and in part determined by social
rules (what it is appropriate to say to specific people in defined
circumstances).

This quick analysis of the telephone conversation demonstrates
the existence of socially structured rules for conversational inter-
changes. There have been studies of various aspects of conversa-
tion, such as the nature of service encounters (such as between a
customer and a seller), the rules for turn-taking and interruption,

THE ETHNOGRAPHY OF SPEAKING
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the organizati invitati
iy ganization of invitations, the normal patterns of social
ércourse in casual conversations.

Servic i
: stm; engQTgEte:s also have a fairly straightforward underly-
ure. The first element is similar to the bell ringing in a

in
t 3
clhone comeraton: gpgn. the steaion of the pr
between speaker aenrc‘l”l(':le. The tas-k herc; is to establish the channel
situation and cultural earer. This varies according to the social
leads to a Prelimina pattern. In some cultures and situations, it
simply catching the : o Sf0 cial exchange; in others, it involves
gesture without sa inye . tll:'e B Sesichs acliecand e
remark on the bru); Eeanyt . Sh_Op-keepers in the Middle East
tion by pointing toqsonessh of tourists ufrho start their conversa-
normal conversatio lrpet ing and saying ‘How much?’ Their
greeting, includ; nal interchanges starts with a formal set of
» N8 enquiries after the health of the parties and

their presum, i
ed
families, comments on the weather or some other

neutral subject
. > and finally a ment; ;
ention c
cial purpose to the event. In that there is some commer

topic be broached other words, they require that the
One kind of i ly after a social exchange

s Se -

In some societies ;:11:‘}:18 enicounter that has been highly developed

ties seek to arrive ar ae Process of bargaining, where the two par-

p rice : ]

usage, this often i Price that satisfies both. In Middle Eastern

tially is ex

high, but is ultimate]

¥ t to u_nd ]
formal Situations, there are 1er8tand everything said. In various
a classroom clear rules on the order of speaking. In

tri
speaks first, who has the last wglrsé t‘};‘;‘fﬁ are clear rules on who
T them, Lay wi > W0 may ask questions, and

tne
Sses are often confused and

usually at a disadvantage in their lack of understanding of these
rules.

In informal conversations and informal meetings, the issue of
turn-taking is often quite complex, depending on power and
status. Who has the floor (the right to talk at any given moment)
varies according to rules of the social group. Once someone has
the floor, it is possible to try to interrupt, but a speaker can ignore
this. Silence sometimes leaves the floor open, but there are tumn-
holders—ways of signalling that the speaker intends to continue
after a break—like ‘umm ...” or avoidance of a final intonation
pattern.

Much of the study of discourse has been carried out with a
focus on the meaning or topic rather than the other more social
factors, and is therefore better considered under the rubric of
pragmatics. Here, our focus is the social, and we will analyse in
some detail two matters concerning the influence of social aspects
of the relation of the speaker-writer and the listener-reader in the
limitations set in choice of the message form. First we ask, what is
politeness and how does it control speech? Second, we will look at
the socially-controlled choice of forms involved in selecting an
appropriate term with which to address the person to whom you
are talking,.

Politeness and politeness formulas

Because speech events regularly include both a speaker-writer and
a listener-reader, it is not surprising that language is particularly
sensitive, in the rules for speech use, to the relations between the
two parties. Just as a good actor can utter a single sentence
expressing a wide range of emotional states of the speaker, so the
choice of an appropriate message form can be modified to express
a wide range of attitudes of the speaker to the listener. Given the
same general situation, I can pass information or make a request
or simply greet in a whole set of different ways that will define my
attitude to the listener and the importance I give him/her.

In its simplest terms, politeness consists of this recognition of
the listener and his or her rights in the situation. Requests, which
are an imposition on the listener, are mitigated by being made
indirectly, as questions (‘Could you possibly pass me the salt?’) or
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Terms of address

German) was used to address someone of higher status, who
would return the T form (t# in French, du in German). Thus, a
servant would use V to a master who would reply with T. In
medieval French, this moved through the whole chain of being,
with God speaking to the angels as T, or men using T for animals.
V could also be used between equals. There developed over time a
tendency to switch from V-V use to T-T use, as a sign of intimacy.
The French verb tutoyer, to use T to someone, refers to this
change of familiarity. At one stage, in German student society
before the First World War, the switch was accompanied by a
formal ceremony. In early twentieth-century French society, two
adult males who had served in the army together would use T to
each other. While the pattern has been relaxed, it remains impo-
lite to use T to a stranger. It has been complained that students
in Canadian-French immersion programmes are sometimes
addressed only with the T form, and so have not learned the
appropriate use of the V form with adult strangers.

With the growing egalitarianism of modern life, there has been
a slow breakdown in the formality of address systems. The ideo-
logically based switch from V to T associated with communism
has been documented in Russian novels of the period. French chil-
dren return T to their parents. Many speakers of Swedish now use
T even to strangers.

A related phenomenon in languages that do not have the T/V
distinction is the use of address terms. English once had the
thoulyou distinction and still offers a range of address terms,
ranging from Title Alone (Sir, Your Majesty, Madam, Constable)
through Title + Last Name (Mr Jones, Dr Smith, Lord Clark, Miss
Jones, Mrs Jones, perhaps Ms Jones) to First Name to Multiple
Names (including Nicknames). The conditions for choosing vary
socially. Increasingly, in North American and British academic
circles, people who have just been introduced as ‘Professor X,
meet Dr Y’ move immediately to first names. There are still inter-
esting cases of uneven usage. American doctors and dentists use
first names to all their patients, but expect Dr X in return.
Teachers in many societies receive Title or Title + Last Name, but
return first name (or in some schools, last name).

In Arabic, there is an elaborate set of address patterns. One
interesting feature is the custom of addressing friends and
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with which sociolinguistics is concerned, the existence and nature
of regularly patterned variation in language and the role of social
factors in accounting for this regularity of pattern. In the ethnog-
raphy of speaking, the setting is usually defined socially. But set-
ting can also be defined in geographical terms, and can also be
placed in terms of the patterning of social class.
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Locating variation in speech
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just a single language but a repertoire of languages or varieties. For
the sociolinguist, the speech community is a complex interlocking
network of communication whose members share knowledge
about and attitudes towards the language use patterns of others
as well as themselves. There is no theoretical limitation on the
location and size of a speech community, which is in practice
defined by its sharing a set of language varieties (its repertoire)
and a set of norms for using them.

The idea that the members of a speech community share norms
about the selection of varieties is important. Though they might
not all know and use each of the varieties, they recognize the con-
ditions under which other members of the community believe
that it is appropriate to use each of them. Londoners recognize
Cockney and Mayfair varieties of English though they may them-
selves use neither. A small social network (such as regular patrons
of a coffee shop) forms a speech community, and so does a large
metropolis or a country, a region, or a communication network
(like the Internet). In each case, the goal of sociolinguistic study of
such a community is to relate the significant language varieties to
the significant social groups and situations.

In small Israeli Palestinian villages, there are commonly four
significant varieties making up the linguistic repertoire: the village
vernacular (a dialectal variant of Palestinian Arabic), Classical or
Modern Standard Arabic (the fus-Ha taught in school and used
for writing and public speaking), Modern Israeli Hebrew (learned
by those who worked outside the village or went to high school),
and some school-learned English. The village dialect is considered
appropriate for most daily activities; Modern Standard Arabic is
used only in educational or religious or formal public functions;
Hebrew is kept for use outside the village; and English for educa-
tional use.

In a city, the pattern is likely to be even more complex. Inside
the walls of the Old City of Jerusalem, there are thirty or more
languages used by different residents in different settings. In
Hong Kong, while most local Chinese use Cantonese most of
the time, many have learned and use Putonghoa (Standard
Mandarin), whose status changed with the reversion to Chinese
sovereignty, and all who go to school learn and (less often) use
English. In Toronto, Melbourne, New York, or London, English
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communications media will involve different stylistic choices, and
the variants can be considered as making up the repertoire. In the
same way, international organizations might, like the European
Community, have a formal policy governing choice of language
from the repertoire available.

The speech community is, therefore, the abstract ‘space’ stud-
ied in sociolinguistics, the location in which the patterned varia-
tions in selection from the available repertoire takes place.

Dialect

There are longer-established approaches to the issue of variation
as a result of geographical location. Well before sociolinguistics
became identified as a discipline, students of language gave seri-
ous attention to the variations in language that correlated with
the locality where the language was spoken. The study of regional
dialects played a major role in the historical linguistics that flour-
ished in the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, until the
interest in diachronic changes (over time) was challenged by the
concern for synchronic description of a language system at any
one time, with a preference for the present.

It was long obvious (and sometimes troubling) that people who
spoke what they considered the same language had different
words for the same thing or different pronunciations for the same
word. The Bible has an account of the first exploitation of this dif-
ference. In the Book of Judges (12: 4-6), there is the story of a
struggle between the Gileadites and the Ephraimites. After the
battle, the Gileadites made use of the different pronunciation of
the Ephraimites (who called a small river sibboleth rather than
shibboleth) to identify the enemy. Two thousand years later,
William Caxton, in the preface to one of the first English books
that he printed, bemoaned the difficulty he had in choosing
between northern and southern English forms. Should one print
eggys or eyren, he asked, and how would a speaker of the north-
ern dialect fare ordering eggs in London? Regional differences in
variety continue to be the characteristic of humour (a southern
accent is laughed at in Tunisia just as in the USA) and prejudice (it
is not always easy to book a room in a northern US hotel by tele-
phone if you have a Black or Southern accent).
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Careful plotting of these different variants permit dialectolo-
gists to recognize major regional differences. Thus, the eastern
United States has a northern zone where both grease and greasy
are pronounced with an /s/, a transitional zone where grease is
with an /s/ and greasy with a /z/, and a southern where both are
/zJ. Differences may be quite striking: Texas English, for instance,
has one fewer vowel than general American usage, making no dif-
ference between the vowel of pin and pen, so that a Texan is care-
ful to distinguish between a writing pen and a sticking pin.

In long-settled European countries, dialect atlases show the
effects of earlier settlement patterns and of contact. One can trace
which areas were originally Celtic, or see evidence of the limits of
Roman occupation. In a more recently settled country like the
USA, the atlases reveal the differences in original settlement on
the Eastern seaboard, showing from what part of England the set-
tlers came and what other linguistic groups they were later mixed
with. The US atlases also permit plotting the Western movement

of pioneers from the Eastern seaboard along the different pio-
neering trails.

Geographical differences continue to provide grist for the soci-
olinguist mill, but the studies have become more complex as the
influence of other factors has been accepted. A recent study of the
Mexican-American border, for instance, indicates that distance
from the border is indeed one of the explanations of Spanish lan-
guage maintenance among people who have crossed into the
United States, but that it needs to be set against other sociological

factors such as education and mobility. Geographical space, in
other words, is not enough to account for language variation.

This becomes clear if we look at the regular discussion of the
difference between a language and a dialect. From a linguistic
point of view, regional dialects tend to show minor differences
from their immediate neighbours, and greater differences from
distant varieties. Thus, one can demonstrate the existence of a
chain of dialects from Paris to Rome. At the Franco-Italian bor-
der, however, although there is no linguistic break in the chain, the
political distinction is enough to make it clear that one has moved
from dialects of French to dialects of Italian.
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Styles, gender and social class

Styles

Geography provides a good beginning when we want to explain
language variation. Dialectology is able to account for many of
the differences that otherwise play havoc with those who seek a
pure unified language with a single set of correct forms. The dif-
ferences between dived and dove, between footpath and pave-
ment, between /batal, /ba?a/, and /bada/ set difficult quandaries
for someone trying to describe the English language. Being able to
add regional labels to variations helps a great deal. Thus, dictio-
naries can label forms as British, American, ot Australian, imply-
ing the existence of unmarked correct forms.

But even if this is accepted, there remains the issue of variations
within individual speakers who come from a single location.
Speakers of English sometimes use ‘don’t’ and sometimes use ‘do
not’. Some Londoners sometimes say /bata/ and at other times say
/ba?al. If you carefully record anyone speaking, you will find that
there is still patterned variation in the pronunciation of a single
phoneme, in the choice of words, and in grammar.

A first useful explanation is provided by the notion of style and
the related dimension of formality. At times, we are more careful,
and at times we are more relaxed in our speech or writing, just as at
times we are more careful or more relaxed in other kinds of behav-

iour like how we dress or eat. This varying level of attention to vari-
ety forms a natural continuum, the various levels of which can be
divided up in different ways. Each language has its own way of
doing this: some, like Javanese or Japanese, have a finely graded set
of levels, marked specifically in morphological and lexical choice.
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audience design. A speaker who can control more than one variety
chooses a level of speech according to the audience he or she is
addressing. We might consciously choose an informal style when
speaking to strangers in order to seem friendly. Related to this is
unconscious accommodation; ! y
to be more like that of our interlocutor. Both of these approaches
offer some idea of the importance of language in establishing
social relations and in representing a speaker’s sense of identity, a
topic we will explore later in more detail.

It should be noted that this recognition of stylistic levels as
being appropriate to specific social situations is in opposition to
normativism, the approach taken by purists who claim that there is
one ‘correct’ version and that all variation is incorrect and
bad. When Webster’s Dictionary in its fourth edition introduced
stylistic labelling and listed such informal usages as ‘ain’t’, there
were many who criticized its admitting the barbarians into the

gates of pure English.

Specialized varieties or registers and domains

i ' Dialect concerns variations that are located regionally or socially.
2 Style refers to differences in degree of formality. A third set of
variations concerns the special variety (ot register) especially
marked by a special set of vocabulary (technical terminology)
associated with a profession or occupation or other defined social
group and forming part of its jargon OF in-group variety. People
who work at a particular trade or occupation develop new terms
for new concepts. Phrases like hacking and surfing the net have no
obvious meaning to those who are not keeping up with the com-
puter revolution. Terms like a sticky wicket and bit for a six are
understood best by people with some experience of cricket.

A specialized jargon serves not just to label new and needed
concepts, but to establish bonds between members of the in-
group and enforce boundaries for outsiders. If you cannot under-
stand my jargon, you don’t belong to my group- (You might
have noticed how in this series of books, the writers are careful to

identify new terms by putting them in bold, and to explain them in

a glossary, all to make it easier for the novice reader to join the

group of experts.)
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For instance, husband and wife might use one language to each
other, but father and children might use another.

Another common domain is work. The place might be a factory
or an office or a store. The role-relationships include boss,
worker, colleague, customer, foreman, client, to mention just a
few. The topics are work-related. Now we can understand some
of the sociolinguistic complexity that occurs when two people
who have one role-relationship at home (such as father and son)
have another at work (boss and worker, for instance). When they
speak, they can choose a register or language variety to show
which relationship is dominant at the time.

Slang and solidarity

The importance of language in establishing social identity is also
shown in the case of slang. One way to characterize slang is as spe-
cial kinds of ‘intimate’ or in-group speech. Slang is a kind of jargon
marked by its rejection of formal rules, its MS

and its common ephemerality, and its marked use to claim solidarity.

Solidarity, or \common group membershipj is an important_
Smmmggt on language. The solidarity
relations (the claims that we belong to the same group) underlie
the notion of accommodation mentioned above. When we are
talking to someone, most of us unconsciously move our speech
closer to theirs (which explains why our accents change after we
have lived in a new place for a long time). Similarly, by choosing
the form of language associated with a specific group, we are
making a claim to be counted as a member of that group.

This contrasts with the power relation, in which a person’s
speech carries a claim to be more or less powerful than the other.
Slang is primarily speech claiming group membership, and it
rejects the power dimensions associated with formal language.

Often, slang is associated with peer group and gang speech,
intentionally used to obtain some degree of secrecy. It may be
compared to the secret languages found in some tribes. In one
Australian aboriginal language, there is a men’s society with a
secret language in which every word means its opposite. Pig Latin
1s a children’s secret language in which a meaningless vowel is
inserted after every syllable. Canay wuyay unayderaystanday
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thisay? In southern Arizon

developed a secret variety called Pachuco in which they used
idioms translated literally from English to Spanish, which

a, the Spanish-American young people

couldn’t be understood by either their Spanish-speaking elders or
their English-speaking fellow students. Cockney rhyming slang
(for example, ‘titfer’ for ‘hat,’ abbreviated from ‘tit for tat’) has
also been widely publicized.
Slang regularly transgresses other social norms, making free
use of taboo expressions, The use of words like ‘fuck’ and “shit’in
public media has become a mark of liberation or a sign of revolt,
depending on one’s point of view, But slang also sets up its own
norms, the norms of the in-group, so that the gang is easily able to
recognize a lame or outsider, who does not understand or who
misuses slang terms. Slang thus serves social functions, setting
and proclaiming social boundaries and permitting speakers to
assert or claim membership of identity or solidarity groups. Slang
is a fez}ture of the speech of the young and the powerless. Its
dynamic nature js partly an effect of the need to develop new in-
group terms when slang terms are adopted by other speakers.

Language and gender

of the differences be

ere long restricte
j )
as the differences between masculin,

many languages, [n earlier usage, t

restri i i
e pit:lc(lct:; :)l}e]:engramma_trcal distinctions, They cause problems
i iguages like English, where grammatical gender
French, where m))(n_n Pronouns, when they learn 3 language like
matically feminine,
It was ethnogra
female and male
in vocabulary,

tween the way males and
grammatical features, such
€and feminine morphology in
he word gender was generally

phers who first drew attention to distinct

varieti :

e i:;: Oflanguage, often with clear differences
i anthmp"logiﬂ Levi-Strauss noted
SURVEY

how an Amazonian father laughed at his young daughter for
using the male word for ‘hunting’. Other ethnographers have pro-
vided cases of marked differences in the language of men and
women. American servicemen in Japan who learned Japanese
from the women with whom they associated were thus a source of
amusement to people who knew the language. :

Historically, these differences sometimes seem to have arisen
from customs encouraging marriage outside the community. If
there is a regular pattern of men from village A marrying and
bringing home to their village women from village B, then it is
likely that the speech of women in village A will be marked by
many features of the village B dialect. The preservation of these
introduced features depends on the maintenance of social differ-
entiation in occupations, status, and activities.

Children soon pick up the social stereotypes that underlie this
discrimination. They learn that women’s talk is associated with the
home and domestic activities, while men’s is associated with the
outside world and economic activities. These prejudices often
remain in place in the face of contrary evidence. Thus, while there is
a popular prejudice that women talk more than men, empirical
studies of a number of social situations (such as committee meet-

ings and Internet discussion groups) have shown the opposite to be
true.

There is some intriguingly suggestive evidence of differences in

neurophysiological process of aspects of language between males
and females. In a recent set of studies using functional magnetic
fesonance imaging, phonological processing in males was shown
to be located in the left half of the brain and in females to involve
both left and right parts of the brain. No difference in efficiency
Was shown, nor is there any evidence so far that any neurophysio-
logical difference accounts for differences between male and
female language. The causes are social rather than biological.
the social causes of gender differentiation in speech style, one
of the most critical appears to be level of education. In all studies, it
h_as been shown that the greater the disparities between educa-
tional opportunities for boys and girls, the greater the differences
twe_en male and female speech. This can be illustrated with
e Aultra-orthodox Jewish communities. Males in these
COmmunities are expected to spend longer studying traditional
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Jewish subjects. Linguistically,

tence in Yiddish and Hebrew, and their weaker control of Engl{Sh-
Females on the other hand spend more time on secular studies.

this results in their stronger compe-

While their Hebrew knowledge is much less, their English is much
closer to standard. Studies of differences between the speech of
Arab men and women also provide evidence that the major cause
of difference is educational. In one village, we found greater differ-
ences between male and female speech in the half where girls l-!ad
less education than boys than in the half where both boys and girls
had more or less equal opportunity for schooling.

When offered an equal educational opportunity, there seems
to be a tendency for women to be more sensitive than men to tllle
status norms of the language. The tendency has been noted in
some cities for lower-class males to have much tighter social net-
works (their neighbours are male relatives, alongside whom they
work, and with whom they share leisure hours) and to find their
norms within the tight network. The women in these cities have
looser multiple networks; they mix more with people outside
their community, and o their speech is influenced by the social
norms of the wider society.

S_tudies of gender differences have shown the power of stereo-
YPIng. A poet is taken more seriously than a poetess; women’s
status is lowered by references to the girls. In Hebrew, only th.e
Iqwer ranks in the army (up to the rank of lieutenant) have femi-
nine forms. The use of generic masculine (‘Everyone should bring
his lunch, we need to hire the best rman available’), however well-
Meaning and neutral the speaker’s intention may be, reinforces
the secondary starys of Women in many social groups. With the
growth of social awareness in this area over the past decades,

there have been many attempts to overcome this prejudicial use of
Ianguagc.

In contrast to the words of the Popular saying that ‘Sticks and
:::::s;n ay break my bones, but words will never hurt me’, it has
e speech which assumes that men

lines to avoid gender stereotyping anfl genderl’ prqud;ced lan
guage use. Everyone should take care with their anllguzgli.n bsay
Exploring the correlations between gender-relate _ gmher
differences and social differences betwee!l the genders is anl- w
way to see how closely language and social variation aref rﬁ al S;
But modern societies are divided in other ways too, one of the be
studied being social stratification or division into social classes.

Social stratification

While note had been taken earlier of the effect of social class on
speech, it was the work of William Labov in Nev_v quk t_hat estab-
lished social stratification, the study of class distinction in speech,
as a major topic in sociolinguistics. Labov himself startm_i out
with a purely linguistic question. He wanted to know how, in the
terms of the structural linguistics that was in vogue when he was a
graduate student, to set up a phonological analysis that included
features that were sometimes zero. What were you to do, he
asked, in New York City, where speakers sometime pronounced
the /t/ after a vowel (post-vocalic /r/) and sometimes didn’t? The
notion of free variation, the notion that the choice of variant was
uncontrolled and without significance, was widely used for such
cases, but it seemed an unsatisfactory dodging of the question.

He wondered next whether there was any scientifically observ-
able explanation to the variation. In a clever pilot study (see
above, page 11), he found that the shop staff (socioeconomically
similar in level, but finely varied by the differences in customers

and prices) showed regular and predictable variation. The per-

centage of r-coloration (any tendency to pronounce post-vocalic
ftl), he found,

correlated closely with the social level of the

customers of the store. In fact, in one store, he found a higher

Percentage of use of the prestige feature among salespeople on the
'8her, more expensive floors of the store.

In later studies, using extensive interviews with subjects
selected on the basis of their socioeconomic classification, the
rFlevance of sociolinguistic evidence to socioeconomic stratifica-
tion was firmly established. In cities, variations in speech provide
clear evidence of social status,

ere are historical explanations for social differentiation. The
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coming of a
Arizona expl
bilingual in
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for

distinct dialects of Baghdad Arabic, one Christian, one Jewish,

group of Tewa speakers to the Hopi villages in
ains why the people in the village of Hano were
Hopi and Tewa, but it was sociocultural and religious
rences that accounted for the maintenance of this cleavage
W hundred years. There were similar reasons for the three

and the third Moslem, The diffe

same city while maintaining social and cultural isolation.

While historical differences may also be the original cause of
socllal differentiation in large cities (and this is certainly true now
as increasingly large grou

ps of immigrants arrive in most cities),
there can develop socially marked stratification within a single
lal-]gua.ge' New York is the classic case. Leaving aside the special
minority groups (the Blacks and the Hispanics), New Yorkers
speals a kind of English that includes the same features, but with
certain crucial and socially relevant differences in their distribu-
tion. Certain salient phonological variables (such as the r-colour-
o of the pronunciation of [th] or the height of the vowels in bad
or off ) vary in all speakers in various situations, with a more
md Or prestigious version appearing more often in more
in Newsgee[ih. Thus, the pattern for lower middle-class sp_ca!(ers
only occ o wlas to use the stigmatized /t/ or /t6/ prongnaanons
. a!l()out asu;na ly in very careful speech reading word lists, tg HS?
e 207 of the time in carefy] speech, and to use it 30% 0
M€ 1n casual speech,
tion,in;o:étlcle‘fel (as deteff_‘lil}ed on the basis of income, occupa
degree of f, 3“(}!1) had a similar gradation according to style or
een the Sonf::a lllty. But there were also marked differences
middle clagg Wo:ld i Ir.l casual speech, for instance, the upper-
the lower-mid e luse 4 stigmatized form about 10% of the time,
Class about 26%, the working class about 80%;

- Thus, the same feature differenti-

rent religious groups lived in the

small part of s::::l: ::il'ly fine differences, which affect only 2

e Yoo < 00 Dot interfere with intelligibility, help
: k?l:?;(:l::;l‘l emselves and each other socially:
us mcioccls °Ven more subtly and sensitively than do
€re are socia] f, At markers like income and education-

Orces leadlng to or delaying the diffusion. One

striking observation was a tendency in the upwardlyl m_obllte atn;i
socially insecure lower-middle class to over-use (re atflv;e 0 i
normal slope) socially desirable features in very careful speec
and reading. This hypercorrection suggests thqt the featurf: is
recognized as a stereotype rather than still serving as an uncon-
scious social marker. S
The analyses we have discussed to date of these variations
have depended on associating linguistic features (for exa.mple, the
percentage of r-coloration) with social or demographic factorls
(gender, educational level, socioeconomic status). As far as it
goes, the explanatory power of these correlations appears goocf!,
but correlation and causation are not the same thing. We obtqm
a more powerful account of what is involved if we add social

psychological factors like attitude and accommodation and con-
sider them as causes.

Accommodation and audience design

How is it that dialect differences and stylistic differences emerge?
The simplest solution is that people tend to talk like the people

they talk to most of the time. The physical isolation of villages

explains why their dialects are different from the dialects of

neighbouring villages, and even more different from those of

more distant villages and towns. Similarly, the social isolation

of specific groups explains why their languages or dialects remain
rd?tively unaffected by that of other groups. It was because the
religious groups in Baghdad had limited contact with each other
that the Christians, Moslems, and Jews there maintained distinc-
tive dialects. It was the social distance between the castes in an
Indian village that led to differences in their speech.

An alternative suggestion is to consider the driving force as
audience design, a concept mentioned earlier on page 33. In this
view, the speaker, consciously or not, chooses a stylistic level
APPropriate for the audience he or she wishes to address. The
fiotion comes from radio announcers, who suit their style to their
:;t‘;’:‘l:ezlz:a:;?e announcer will be found to.have distinct
introducinga s go ; news 1tlem ona natlf)nal station gnd when
ADECOBriat o o gonapopu ar music station. By sel.ec.tmg a style

particular audience, the announcer is identifying
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himself or herself with the audience or claiming membership of
the group that it constitutes.

Adding this social dimension increases the explanatory powet
One speaks most like the people with whom one regularly associ-
ates, but one may also choose, in appropriate circumstances, t0
allow one’s speech to move in the direction of another group. As
Wwe noted earlier, many speech sounds are not always pronounced
in the same way by the same speaker, but their realizations form
rather a pattern not unlike the patterns of bullet or arrow hitsona
target. While there may be a rare bull’s-eye, the shots as a whole
form a more or Jess consistent group. If one moves one’s aim, the
whole group moves, with the centre changing. o5
., conversations between people with differing pronunciatior,
it has been noticed that there is a common tendency for the pro-
nunciation of the two to move slightly closer together. This
Process, called accommodation, explains the way that a person
who moves to a new part of the country gradually modifies his of
!ler speech in the direction of the new norm. Because we are talk-
ing about changes in probabilities and percentages, the change
need not be immediately obvious to the speaker or the listenct
But_ if Ve record a conversation between two speakers of differing
varieties, we find that their percentage of use of some features
Socabconverge. Itis common to find that your speech—choice of

ulary, Brammatica| forms, and even pronunciation—moves

4150 occurs, when a speaker chooses not t
s by moving his or her speech away from ft};e
converging, one may choose to stress fea-
tures that connect one not to the other pers:;n present, but to an
: Ypothetical audience, such as a peer group or a1
outsider. We haye already mentioned the same phenoﬂ'lef""n
This powerfy] socf:ﬁd stang for showing in-group “’embc”:uid
il i ntaglullisnc phenomenon would seem relat |
bonding, Just ““daltwo“:“ : nguistic features involved in socld
in the mg‘ s “I:;ll ers talkmg together tend to be moving
accor iy Othg ;ltnict:;xl_scnously ada?t their speechl:g
that enabe 5 sp.eaks . e

€r easily to pick out which mem-
are not listening,

The same factor also accounts for the tendency to spegk llk‘E
one’s friends and peers, and to modify one’s speech mther in their
direction, or to some other socially desirable prestige group.
Consciously and unconsciously, one uses on.e’s speech, through
selection among socially labelled variants which need not ch_ang.e
meaning or interfere with intelligibility, to express a claim of soli-
darity and social group membership. In an early study Qf the
speech of high-school students on Martha’s Vineyard, an 1_sland
off the New England coast, it was shown that the height of their
/&l (as pronounced in words like cat and mat) signalled either
their intention to live the rest of their life on the island, or their
desire to move to the mainland.

The existence of variation in language, therefore, is not acci-
dental or meaningless. It adds a vital set of social dimensions,
making it possible for language to reflect and record an individ-
ual’s demographic, geographic, sociological, educational, and
religious background. It helps constitute identity; it claims
solidarity; it expresses attitudes towards power and prestige. This
rich complexity helps us understand both how and why language
changes, for the social forces injected into variation provide the
dynamism of change,

The possibility of using variation in language to identify group
mer_"b"“hip can have harmful effects, when it is associated with
prejudice. Telephone operators at car factories in Detroit were
reported to be trained to recognize Afro-Americans by their
SPCFCh‘ and to say there were no jobs available. Where there is
P‘ﬂ“dl?e against foreigners or members of a social class, speak-
;‘gfﬁ Stlg?atized variety can do serious harm. In a study in New

» 3dding non-standard features to a taped sample of a voice

LEd l::teners to lower their judgement of the employability of a
peaker. T the more likely it is that

he more stratified a society,
rded, and that speaking a

Speaking a prestige variety will be rewa
nﬂn-;t_anc_ia}-d variety will lead to prejudicial treatment.
s tI::! It1s possible, as we h'av§ seen, to recognize factors like
h rough the study of vanation with a single language vari-
- i;veyl are even more salient when two or more languages
. 'nvolved. In the next chapter we will look at bilin uals and
ilingualism, .
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