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Foreword

My grandparents lived in a small town in Southern Ontario. It was a farming hamlet in one of
the oldest settled areas of Ontario, Canada, called Maple Station. They owned the general
store, gas station, and post office. The store was always filled with locals. When I visited as a
child, T would race to the store every time someone came in, trailing behind the adults to
eavesdrop on the conversations. In the evenings, my great-aunts and -uncles would visit.
Coming from farming stock, the families were huge. My grandfather had eight brothers and
sisters and my grandmother had nine. There were people around all the time. They often
talked long into the evening, playing Euchre or Crib. I can still hear the lilting cadence of those
voices in my mind. This was a world of regularized past participles, double negation, all kinds
of variation in vowels and diphthongs, and strange words and expressions. Little did I know of
all that then! At the time, I only listened and marveled at how different they sounded.

My mother, who had grown up in that world, became a teacher, a specialist in early childhood
education. Yet there were always aspects of her speech that were very different from the Canadian
norms in my surroundings. When she talked to my grandparents or my aunts and uncles (her
brother and sisters) on the phone, her voice would shift back toward the speech patterns I heard
in Maple Station. Sometimes, when telling stories, I would even hear her use the occasional
I says or He come. And when she quoted anyone in her family, her voice always changed.

While I sound just like any other Canadian, there are still parts of my speech that reflect
my mothet’s vernacular, words like “wee” for “small”, expressions like “it’s a good job” for
“it’s a good thing”. Even today, when my children make fun of some of the words I use and
my pronunciations (“tiger” [tzgr], “Saturday” [serde:], “southern” [sawdrn]) I blame my
old-line Southern Ontario roots.

These are the realities of language variation and change. Our life histories are a study of
continuities and changes, of ancestry and origins, of time and space, of uncommon similarities
across time and remarkable differences across generation gaps. Our heritage follows us
wherever we go and throughout our lives. For me, the world came alive when I discovered
sociolinguistics because it made my experience make sense. The linguistic difference and
variety around me had regularity and meaning, system and explanation. May this book make
sociolinguistics — and the world of variation around you — more comprehensible to you.

Sali A. Tagliamonte
Toronto, Ontario



Series Editor’s Preface

It is not often that one looks at a book and says “this is ir.” That, however, is precisely what
I found myself thinking when I first received the text of Sali Tagliamonte’s Socio/inguistics:
Variation, Change and Interpretation. This really is it — this is the book that linguistic variation
theory has been waiting for. It has not, however, been waiting too long. Now is exactly the
right time for this book to appear; and, I like to think, the Blackwell’s Language in Society
series is exactly the right place for it to appear. The study of “Language Variation and
Change” (LVC) has been with us now, as Professor Tagliamonte says, for about 40 years. My
own first encounter with the ficld, at that time still without a name, was at what I believe to
be the first ever academic meeting devoted to the topic, the Colloquium on New Ways of
Analysing Variation in English held at Georgetown University in the USA in October 1972.
This turned out to be the first of a series of annual NWAV conferences which continue to be
held to this day — though without the word “English” in the title now — and indeed at the
time of this writing, the next meeting is going to be the fortieth. I don’t know what Sali was
doing in October 1972, but she was certainly not nearly old enough to be at the meeting.
In spite of her comparative youth, however, we are very grateful that it has fallen to her to
produce in this book a distillation of all the advances that have been made and all the wisdom
that has accrued in our now mature field over the last four decades. She is perhaps uniquely
qualified — in terms of her erudition, her field-work experience, her analytical innovations,
and the large amounts of data and the wide range of language varieties she has worked on - to
write the first book which is truly an introduction to LVC, a summary of its main goals and
achievements, and a springboard for future progress. She has done this, moreover, in a
masterly fashion: not only will the reader of this volume learn how work in LVC is done, they
will also learn why we do it, and what the benefits are. All languages are variable — variability
is an essential component of human language. But it is only in the last 40 years that we have
fully understood the degree to which this is so, have investigated the patterning in which
variation is involved, and have developed the concepts and techniques for dealing with it —
developments which Sali herself has played a very major role in advancing. As this book
shows, any linguistic work which attempts to shed light on the nature of the human language
faculty and on the nature of linguistic change, without taking account of language’s inherent
variability, will inevitably fall short.

Peter Trudgill



Preface

What this Book is About

This is a book about the fascinating, intricate and remarkable relationship between language
and society, a field that is typically called sociolinguistics. However, this is not a book about
everything in sociolinguistics because sociolinguistics is a very diverse and wide-ranging
discipline. Taken broadly, sociolinguistics involves studying the interaction of language,
culture, and society. This book cannot do all that. Instead, I focus on the type of sociolinguistics
that has come to be known as Variationist Sociolinguistics, or “Language Variation and
Change” (LVC). This is the type of sociolinguistics I have been practicing in my own research
since 1981. This branch of the sociolinguistics tree is known for its focus on language change
as well as its quantitative methods and its concern for accountable methodology. It is the
study of linguistic variation and change through observation and interpretation.

Variationist Sociolinguistics deals with systematic and inherent variation in language, both
in the present (synchrony) and in the past (diachrony). The goal of LVC studies is to understand
the mechanisms which link extra linguistic phenomena (the social and cultural) with patterned
linguistic heterogeneity (the internal, variable, system of language) (Sankoff 1988a: 157).

Here is the definition from the leading journal, aptly entitled Language Variation and
Change:

Language Variation and Change is the only journal dedicated exclusively to the study of linguistic
variation and the capacity to deal with systematic and inherent variation in synchronic and
diachronic linguistics. Sociolinguistics involves analysing the interaction of language, culture
and society; the more specific study of variation is concerned with the impact of this interaction
on the structures and processes of traditional linguistics. Langnage Fariation and Change
concentrates on the details of linguistic structure in actual speech production and processing (or
writing), including contemporary or historical sources.

This book is written in this spirit, taking the details of variable linguistic structures of
language in use and demonstrating how quantitative analysis can tell us something interesting
about what we find, i.e. how variation patterns, why it exists, what explains it.

However, this textbook cannot even cover everything within the quantitative sociolin-
guistic enterprise. A number of subdisciplines have developed which involve specialized
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methodological and data-specific practices. Some of these require very specific knowledge
that extends beyond what can be covered in a single book. Therefore, I will confine myself to
the area of sociolinguistics upon whose foundations these approaches to variation rest and
with which I am most familiar. In so doing, I will leave to other experts certain subdisciplines
in the field, including sociophonetics with its detailed methods of acoustic measurement and
experimentation, discourse analysis with its elaborate qualitative component, aspects of
historical linguistics which include variationist techniques, corpus linguistics, and the broad
field of sociocultural linguistics. Nevertheless, I hope to demonstrate that variationist
sociolinguistic principles and practices, the identification and study of patterns, and all the
aspects of the methodology laid out here can be applied in virtually any study of language.

You will find me discussing the same old variable (ing) again. One of my students asked me
once in exasperation: Why do e have to keep talking about variable (ing)? Why? It provides a
familiar model and a good example of how to approach variation, interpret it, and understand
it. Besides, there may be some things about variable (ing) we have not discovered yet. I will
be sure to find some new variables to talk about too. To support creative thinking I have
sprinkled “notes,” “tips,” and “mini quizzes” throughout the text. Tips provide advice for
what the student might encounter in her own research and how to get around it. Notes are
elaborations, often my own inner thoughts about research mentioned within the text. Mini
quizzes embed learning by questioning the reader on some key point under discussion.
I believe that teaching can best be accomplished by “doing.” My approach will be to use the
findings and observations arising from a series of case studies of “the linguistic variable,” the
key construct of the discipline, to demonstrate how Variationist Sociolinguistic theory is put
into practice. I will embed these studies in the general research trends in the field over the
past 40 years. The underlying goal is to show you the links between language and society as
they arise from observation and interpretation of variable phenomena.

The book takes as a foundation the major findings of sociolinguistics as put forward in
broad-based introductory level textbooks (Wardaugh 2002), with a focus on “Variationist
Sociolinguistics” in particular, as synthesized in Chambers (2003). I define “classic”
research in sociolinguistics as that conducted by William Labov, Peter Trudgill, Walt
Wolfram, Ralph Fasold, and Lesley Milroy. This early research exposed persistent, regular
sociolinguistic patterns that have given rise to “sociolinguistic principles.” This will be my
departure point.

The discoveries of this early body of knowledge is already consolidated in the leading
introductory sociolinguistic textbooks in the field. Each chapter ends with a reading list of
the major sources I have drawn from. My goal for this book is to put the cumulative findings
of the last 30—40 years into context with this foundational work. The findings I will report are
meant to broaden and enrich classic sociolinguistic research by bringing the latest evidence
to bear on fundamental sociolinguistic observations. Therefore I will focus more on
developments to sociolinguistics as put forward in Labov’s most recent research as synthesized
in his important Principles of Linguistic Change volumes (Labov 1994, 2001a, 2010). This
work will be brought to the forefront, in the context of, and with reference to, other major
research advances in the field, particularly those arising from the journal Language Variation
and Change. Then, to make practical exactly how this research is done, I will turn to a series
of choice linguistic variables. This rescarch encompasses analyses of multiple levels of
grammar — phonology, morpho-syntax-semantics, and discourse-pragmatics. Each case
study presents findings and observations about how different types of variants are used and
how they pattern at the community level and within the systems of grammar of which they
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are a part. Each case study interprets the findings within the context of sociolinguistic
inquiry as [ have defined it above.

The textbook is organized as follows. Chapter I introduces “sociolinguistic variation theory”
(Sankoff 1988a: 140) as Language Variation and Change (L.VC). Chapters 2 and 3 synthesize
the observations and findings of LVC research that have led to sociolinguistic principles and
sociolinguistic theory. These chapters present a synthesis of the pervasive “patterns” both
sociolinguistic and linguistic, as, for example, elucidated in Chambers (2003) or Trudgill (2000),
from which LVC has developed. Chapter 4 considers issues relating to data collection, ficld
work, and the key methodological issues of how to deal with the effect of individuals and lexical
items. Chapter 5 summarizes the state of the art in quantitative methods and statistical prac-
tice. Chapter 6 outlines the comparative sociolinguistic approach. Chapters 7-11 present case
studies of linguistic variables from phonology to discourse. Each chapter introduces the
variable(s), issues arising from studying them, solutions, and findings. Observations are evalu-
ated both from the perspective of sociolinguistic principles as well as in the context of the
prevailing knowledge of the variables in the field. Chapter 12 synthesizes the observations so
as to provide explanations for both internal and external patterns of language variation and
puts them into the perspective of their social and historical context.

Mini Quiz

Q1 Variation Sociolinguistics is the study of systematic and inherent variation in
language, past and present.
(a) True
(b) False
Answer = TRUE
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Rbrul, mixed effects model, individual random, age continuous

R, comparison of marginals for the zero complementizer

R, mixed effects model, individual random, age as continuous

Test of interaction between education and occupation

Comparison of calculations for matrix verb as a 4-way categorical factor group
Five logistic regression analyses of the contribution of factors

selected as significant to the probability that strong verbs will

surface as stems (all factor groups selected as significant)

Wald statistics for prepositional dative of the verb “give” — New Zealand
English

Standards for comparison

20

20
60
63
77
92
93
96
103
104
105
125

126
129
133
133
134
140
142
146
147
151
152

158

159
167



