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Preface

ODERN linguistics has generally taken for granted that grammars are

unrelated to the social lives of their speakers. Thus, linguists have usually
treated language as an abstract object which can be accounted for without
reference to social concerns of any kind. Sociologists, for their part, have
tended to treat society as if it could be constituted without language. I have
called this book Language in Society, which is what sociolinguistics is all about.

The term ‘sociolinguistics’ was coined in the 1950s to try to bring together
the perspectives of linguists and sociologists to bear on issues concerning the
place of language in society, and to address, in particular, the social context of
linguistic diversity. Although it is still a young field of research, it gathered
momentum in the 1960s and 1970s and continues to do so today. Educational
and social policies played a role in the turning of linguists’ attention to some of
these questions, as did dissatisfaction with prevailing models of linguistics.
Since the late 1950s mainstream linguistics has been conceived of as a largely
formal enterprise increasingly divorced from the study of languages as they are .
actually used in everyday life.

Sociolinguistics has close connections with the social sciences, in particu-
lar, sociology, anthropology, social psychology, and education. It
encompasses the study of multilingualism, social dialects, conversational
interaction, attitudes to language, language change, and much more. It is
impossible to put all the different approaches to the topic into neat pigeon-
holes, each of which is distinct in terms of methodology, goals, etc. There is
considerable overlap, so that for instance, while dialectologists have studied
speech varieties and language change, subjects of paramount interest to
many sociolinguists, they have generally employed quite different methods
of data collection and concentrated on rural rather than urban speech (see
Chapter 5).

Different authors writing about what has now become a very broad field have
divided it up in various ways. Some distinguish, for instance, between theor-

. etical and applied sociolinguistics. The former is concerned with formal models

and methods for analysing the structure of speech communities and speech
varieties, and providing a general account of communicative competence.
Applied sociolinguistics deals with the social and political implications of fun-
damental inequalities in language use in various areas of public life, e.g. schools
or courts. A glance at the two-volume work Sociolinguistics: An International
Handbook of the Science of Language and Society (1987-8, Mouton de Gruyter),
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which contains entries for nearly 200 topics, will give an indication of the

multifaceted nature of the field.

More often, however, the field is subdivided into two broad headings: macro-
and micro-sociolinguistics, with the macro domain sometimes also referred to
as the ‘sociology of language’. Macro-sociolinguistics takes society as its starting
point and deals with language as a pivotal factor in the organization of com-
munities. Micro-sociolinguistics begins with language and treats social forces as
essential factors influencing the structure of languages. A recent example of
this approach can be found in a two-volume work, one volume of which deals
with what is referred to as the ‘sociolinguistics of society’ and the other with
the ‘sociolinguistics of language’. In his preface to the second volume, the
author says he is not able to see much in common between issues about form
and use of language on a small scale and large-scale socio-political issues. Thus,
he presents sociolinguistics as a series of unconnected topics because he finds
no commen theoretical framework within which to link them.

I have always seen this division into two subfields as an artificial and arbi-
trary division of labor, which leads to a fruitless reductionism. It is no accident
in my view that no convincing sociolinguistic theories exist. As long as scholars
are prepared to ignore the forest for the trees, no theory is likely to be
forthcoming.

Joshua Fishman, whose work is generaily thought of as belonging to the
sociology of language, said recently that the sociolinguistic enterprise is under-
going a mid-life crisis. Instead of progressing firmly on two legs (one propelled
by linguistic matters and the other by sociological matters), it is trying to move
ahead primarily on the linguistic front while merely shuffling on the social. He
would like to see the ‘socio’ put into more prominénce. One reason why I have
called this book language in society rather than language and society is to
emphasize the fact that the study of society must accord a place to language
within it at the same time as the study of language must take account of society.

I cannot promise to produce a sociolinguistic theory in this book. Neverthe-
less, [ hope that some of what [ say might contribute to such a framework in the
long term. What I offer in this short introductory text is an overview of the field
by someone who has spent rather more time among the trees, while trying not
to lose sight of the forest. The choice of which topics to include in a small
survey of what is now a large and diverse field is to a great extent arbitrary.
Every book inevitably reflects its author’s assumptions about what is most
interesting and important. I have made my choices based on those areas where
there has been significant growth in terms of research findings, and also those
areas where I have first-hand experience myself.

My research over the past fifteen years has involved me in trying to come
to grips with problems of societal multilingualism, language change, and
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language contact in the broadest sense, initially with respect to the status of the
languages spoken by ethnic minorities in the UK and elsewhere in Europe, and
more recently, through my research on the pidgin and creole languages of the
Pacific, particularly in Papua New Guinea and Hawai'i. My recent work in Papua
New Guinea, in particular, has convinced me that there are crucial connections
between the large-scale socio-political issues typically addressed by the soci-
ology of language on the one hand, and the forms and uses of language on a
small scale dealt with by sociolinguistics on the other. They are manifestations
of similar principles, aibeit operating at different levels. Variability is inherent
in human behavior.

In preparing the second edition of this book, I have benefited from discus-
sions, comments, and reviews, and have incorporated some of the ideas which
have emerged. However, the old adage about not being able to please all of the
people all of the time, let alone even some of the people some of the time, very
much applies to authors and their audiences. What one reviewer or colleague
loved about the book, another hated. Chapter 4 on language and gender
proved, not surprisingly, to be one of the most controversial. Since then, [ have
given that topic a book-length treatment, which made it even more difficult for
me to confine myself to a chapter. Although some readers would have liked to
see additional chapters on discourse and pragmatics, I have kept the same
choice of topics. My main aim in this edition is to update the material to take
account of works published since I first wrote the book in the early 1990s.
Although [ had hoped to keep this edition about the same length, it has inevit-
ably ended up slightly longer.

Likewise, some readers liked the system of referencing I adopted with no in-
text citations; others abhorred it, with one even considering that it set a bad
example for students. This edition, however, does incorporate a general bibli-
ography in addition to the annotated bibliographies at the end of each chapter,
which I have correspondingly shortened.

Oxford S.R.
2000
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Language in Society/Society
iIn Language

NOTED in my Preface how prevailing trends in linguistics have marginalized

the study of the social role of language. In discussing the differences between
the concerns of sociolinguistics and mainstream linguistics, Noam Chomsky,
who is the leading figure in theoretical linguistics, observed that socio-
linguistics was not concerned with ‘grammar’ but with concepts of a different
sort, among them perhaps ‘language’. To this he added, ‘if such an object can
become an object of serious study’. Chomsky then goes on to say that questions
of language are basically questions of power, but these are not the sorts of
issues which linguists should address. He is certainly right about the former.
The latter is a matter of opinion. The narrowing of modern linguistics to the
study of grammar has ruled out investigation of many interesting questions
about how language functions in society. This book is about some of these
issues which form the subject matter of sociolinguistics, chief among them
being the question of what we mean by a language.

1 can’t begin to estimate how many times people have asked me questions
such as how many languages there are in the world, how many dialects of
English there are, and whether American English is a language or a dialect of
English. | am sure my answers are generally seen as unsatisfactory because I
invariably reply that it depends on what we mean by terms such as ‘language’
and ‘dialect’ and that these are not linguistic but rather social matters. It may at

~ first glance seem incredible to non-linguists that linguists cannot define such

gssential and basic concepts in purely linguistic terms. The purpose of this
chapter is to explain why the notions of language and dialect are funda-
mentally social and not linguistic constructs. [ will also introduce other
concepts such as ‘communicative competence’ and say why these too are pri-

mary concerns of sociolinguistics because they depend on society in crucial
ways.
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Language v. dialect

The term ‘dialect’ has generilly been used to refer to a subordinate variety of a
language. For example, we are accustomed to saying that the English language
has many dialects. These dialects may be of different kinds. A ‘regional dialect’
is a variety associated with a place, such as the Yorkshire dialect in England or
the Bavarian dialect in Germany. Dialects of a language tend to differ more
from one another the more remote they are from one another geographically.
In this respect the study of dialects or dialectology has to do with boundaries,
which often coincide with geographical features such as rivers and mountains
{see Chapter 5 for further discussion). Boundaries are, however, often of a social
nature, e.g. between different social class groups. In this case we may speak of
‘social dialects’ (see Chapter 3 for a discussion of these). Social dialects say who
we are, and regional dialects where we come from.

The term ‘dialect’ also has historical connotations. Historical linguists, for
instance, speak of the Germanic dialects, by which they mean the ancestors of
language varieties now recognized as modern Germanic languages, such as
English, Dutch, and German. The entities we label as the ‘English language’ or
‘Flemish dialect’ are not, however, discrete. Any variety is part of a continuum
in social and geographical space and time. The discontinuities that do occur,
however, often reflect geographical and social boundaries and weaknesses in
communication networks.

Language and dialect in Papua New Guinea

A preliminary example from north-west New Britain in the Pacific region will
illustrate the problems in applying purely linguistic criteria in deciding what
counts as a language or dialect. The Pacific is a good place to begin because it is
a vast area containing many indigenous languages, whose number must have
been even greater before European contact. In many parts of the region there
are extensive chains of interrelated varieties with no clear internal boundaries.
The greatest concentration of diversity is found in Melanesia (an area compris-
ing the south-west Pacific island nations of Papua New Guinea, the Solomon
Islands, Vanuatu, New Caledonia, and Fiji), where up to 1,500 languages are
spoken, with as many as half found in Papua New Guinea alone. Most of the
languages in Papua New Guinea are spoken by small groups: probably 40 per
cent have fewer than 500 speakers. There is a great diversity of language types
and only a handful of these languages has been investigated in any detail. New
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Britain is one of the larger islands in the Bismarck Archipelago off the north-
eastern coast of the island of New Guinea, which lies just 100 miles north of the
tip of Queensiand, Australia. Politically, the islands are part of Papua New
Guinea (independent since 1975), and the island of New Britain is divided into
two provinces, East and West New Britain (see Fig. 1.1). In the part of north-west
New Britain to be discussed here people live in small villages along the coast
and in the interior. All are multilingual and it is not uncommon for people to be
able to speak four or five languages.

The following ten examples illustrate how people in different villages would
request someone to give them betelnut to chew. For the moment, let’s use the
term ‘variety’ as a neutral term which does not commit us to any decision about
whether the varjeties concerned have the status of language or dialect. The
grammar is the same in all cases: first, the item desired is named (in this case,
betelnut), then follows a third person singular form of the verb ‘come’, and
finally, a first person verb phrase indicating what the person requesting the
item is going to do with it. Literally, the request means ‘betelnut, it comes, [
chew’, or loosely, ‘give me some betelnut to chew’. Betelnut is the small green
nut of the betel palm, which when chewed is a mild intoxicant (and also car-
cinogen). It is typically chewed with lime pepper and it turns the mouth a
bright reddish-orange. Later, it is spat out. Sharing betelnut and other items
such as tobacco or yams is culturally important in north-west New Britain and
other parts of Papua New Guinea. Offering these items is a sign of friendliness
on the part of those who give them, while accepting or requesting them
indicates trust that a spell has not been cast over them.

1. ezim o-mén da-kin
2. eliep max nga-ngas
3. bile me nge-nges
4. bile me nga-nges
5. bile me nga-nges
6. vua i-nama nga-songo
7. vua i-nama nga-songo
8. bua i-nam nga-songo
9. vua i-mai nga-songo
10. eilep i-me a-ngas

betelnut  3sing. come 1 sing. chew

" Let’s for the moment try to sort these ten utterances into groups based on
how similar they are to one another in terms of the words they use and see if we
can make a guess at how many languages and dialects there are here in purely

linguistic terms. We would certainly want to recognize the first variety as a

separate language since it seems to share none of its vocabulary with any of the



4 LANGUAGE IN SOCIETY/SOCIETY IN LANGUAGE

NEW
BRITAIN

‘I
IRIAN JAYA
9.

[:l Non-Austronesian
]

(M

.Austronesian

V7 unclassified

languages

FIG 1.1 Map of Papua New Guinea showing New Britain and the distribution of Austronesian and non-Austronesian

-1 IO
e

LANGUAGE IN SOCIETY,SOCIETY IN LANGUAGE 5

other varieties, except possibly some remote similarity in the verb ‘to come’.
The other varieties, however, obviously have some lexical relationship to one
another, though some more so than others. For instance, varieties (6) and (7) are
identical, therefore it seems reasonable to suppose that the villages speaking
these varieties do not have totally different languages, but rather dialects of the
same language, or even the same language. Varieties (8) and (9) are also very
similar to (6) and (7), differing only slightly in the pronunciations of the words
for ‘betelnut’ and ‘come’. So we might plausibly imagine that these four var-
ieties constitute dialects of one language. Varieties (3), (4), and (5) also show a
close relationship, differing only in terms of the vowels in the root and in the
prefix for the verb ‘chew’, so we might consider them dialects of one language.
Variety (10) is also not so very different, apart from its use of eilep instead of bile
for ‘betelnut’ (which is similar to variety 2) and its lack of an initial consonant
in the verb prefix for ‘chew’.

There are some explicit linguistic procedures we could invoke to back up this
impressionistic view. In fact, most of what is known about linguistic relation-
ships in Papua New Guinea has relied on a measure called ‘lexico-statistics’, a
method which still remains extremely popular because it provides a simple
means of comparing the speech of different communities. The method relies on
counting percentages of apparent cognates, i.e. related forms meaning the
same thing, in a word list of 100 or 200 items. Those who use this method
generally regard varieties sharing between 81 and 100 per cent cognates as
dialects within a language. If there are between 28 and 81 per cent cognates,
then the varieties count as languages within a family. Fewer cognates indicate a
more distant relationship. These measures of course tell us nothing of what the
speakers themselves consider the status of these language varieties to be.

When we ask what varieties the speakers themselves consider to be separate
languages, we see that the linguistic evidence is interpreted in another way. We
can get an answer to this question by looking at the names given to the ten
varieties. In fact, all the varieties are recognized as separate languages each
with its own name. They are shown in Fig. 1.2 in a grouping which is based on
their linguistic similarities and their supposed historical relationship. The
names used by the speakers are given here along with the numbers I used
above.

Linguists generally recognize two major language families in Papua New

Guinea comprising between 700 and 800 languages, Austronesian and non-

Austronesian (or Papuan). We are still a long way from arriving at a generally
accepted classification of these languages, particularly the non-Austronesian or
Papuan group. It is, however, usually agreed that speakers of the latter group of

Jlanguages arrived in Oceania long before the speakers of Austronesian lan-

guages. The coastal distribution of most of the Austronesian languages, which
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FIG 1.2 Languages of north-west New Britain

can also be seen in Fig. 1.1, is commonly taken to indicate the later arrival of
their speakers.

The Aném language spoken in north-west New Britain is a member of the
non-Austronesian family and is not lexically related to any other language
known in Papua New Guinea as far as we can tell at the moment. In fact, the
Aném-speaking people claim theirs is the original language of the area. This is
probably correct. It is also likely that Aném is the sole survivor of a group of
non-Austronesian languages which were once spread over a wider area of New
Britain. Thus, by anyone’s criteria, Aném has to be recognized as a separate
language, at least at the level of vocabulary. It is at present the language of four
villages, three of which are on the coast and the other in the interior, separated
from the coastal speakers by Lusi territory. The interior Aném speakers have
intermarried with Mouk, Aria, and Lusi speakers. The latter speak languages
which are all classified as Austronesian, although on the basis of a more precise
linguistic analysis we can divide them into three subgroups: Bibling, Siassi,"and
Whiteman. However, these Austronesian languages are structurally unlike
those spoken outside the Melanesian area. Languages which are geographically
adjacent are the most similar and those languages that have been in close
association the longest exhibit structural similarities which are due to contact
rather than inheritance.

Mouk is most closely related to Aria and many Mouk, especially older men,
know a fair amount of Aném. Due to their interaction with Aném speakers,
Mouk and Aném now share certain linguistic features to the exclusion of the
neighboring languages. Within the Bibling group Aria, Lamogai, and Tourai are
closely related and the people who call themselves Tourai consider their lan-
guage to be intermediate between Aria and Lamogai but more closely related to
Aria, an impression which is supported by linguistic evidence. Within the Siassi
group Lusi and Kove are very similar and some linguists have taken Lusi and
Kove to be dialects of one language, ignoring the claims of the speakers. Kilenge

iy
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is less closely related to Lusi, Kove, and Kabana. Amara, the only representative
of the Whiteman group in this area, is apparently near extinction. The Amara
and Kabana interact so closely with each other that Kabana is quickly becoming
the language of first choice among young Amara children.

It is obvious that the boundaries reflected by the names given to these var-
ieties are socially rather than linguistically constructed. But how is it that all
these varieties emerge as entities autonomous enough to be named separate
languages by their speakers when some of them are virtually identical from a
linguistic point of view? Not surprisingly, early investigators were puzzled by
the complex nature of linguistic relationships in the New Guinea area. Histor-
ical connections are complicated by such extensive long-term contacts and
movements between Austronesian and non-Austronesian-speaking peoples
which has also brought about drastic grammatical convergence. There is still
some dispute over the membership of many languages since linguists have
been reluctant to accept that a language might be 20 per cent Austronesian and
80 per cent non-Austronesian. Lexical relationships have been taken as primary
in historical classification. Moreover, we can see that it is largely on the basis of
lexical forms that the people of north-west New Britain see their varieties as
being separate languages.

The names given by the early European government patrol officers to villages
and census divisions do not always correspond to linguistic differences,
although some have made this assumption. Most of the names given on maps
are administrative names of subdistricts and cannot be relied upon to yield the
linguistic composition of an area. Europeans often arbitrarily chose the name
of one of the constituent clans for a group of clusters they took as members of a
village. The term ‘village’, however, suggests a degree of centralization not
found in traditional societies, where residential units were not compact. Vil-
lages are simply points of contact between the administration and the local
populace, who may not actually occupy that particular place. From the Euro-
Ppean perspective, it seemed natural to expect that a place name, the names of
people occupying that place, and the name of a language spoken there should
be the same. That is what typically happens in Europe, where there is a close
association between the names of countries, peoples, and languages, as can be
seen in sets of names such as England/English/English, Germany/German/
German, France/ French/French.

However, in Papua New Guinea there is no one-to-one mapping between

' village names, groups, and language names. Sometimes up to four local names

apply to what a district officer decided to call ‘one’ village, and some names are
common to three or four sites. [n addition, many groups have no special names
for their languages. The Sare people of the Sepik, for example, call their lan-
guage Sare, but this means simply ‘to speak or talk’. There are probably many
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more languages than the actual names indicate and the boundaries between
them are fuzzy. Much of the early information contained in explorers’ accounts
and the reports of patrol officers is anecdotal. What is now called Kabana by
some linguists was earlier called Barriai by one observer, which is a name given
by the Kabana and Amara people to their land. Lusi was called Kaliai-Kove in an
earlier description in recognition of the near identity of grammar between
Kove and Lusi and also because the people of this area are commonly called
Kaliai by people outside the region. Kaliai is the name of one of the Lusi clans.
The Mouk-speaking village of Salkei was counted as Aria-speaking because
fieldworkers unwittingly ¢ollected their data from an Aria speaker who hap-
pened to be visiting the aid post there rather than from a local resident.

Even if we had descriptions of all the varieties spoken in each village, it
would still pose considerable problems to say which constituted languages and
which dialects since the point of view of the speakers themselves will differ
from the linguistic evidence. Moreover, the views of speakers themselves may
vary a great deal. For example, we saw how Tourai and Aria could on linguistic
grounds be thought of as dialects of a single language, but Tourai speakers {(as
well as those of Lamogai and Aria) consider them separate languages. The lan-
guage spoken in Bolo village is also from a linguist’s point of view identical to
Aria, but Aria speakers from other villages say it is not Aria. They say Bolo
villagers really speak Mouk. However, the people of Salkei village, who speak
Mouk, say that Bolo people speak Aria. As for the Bolo themselves, they claim to
be Aném speakers! While traditionally this was true, only a handfui of older
men now know the language and people generally recognize that Aném is no
longer spoken there. For their part, the Aném people do not think the Bolo
speak acceptable Aném anymore. Thus, this one village of Bolo, which is said to
be Aném-, Aria-, and Mouk-speaking, speaks a variety which no one else accepts
as a legitimate member of their own language group.

The counterpart to this at the level of linguistic form is that there are words
widely used in the region for intergroup communication which no one accepts
as part of the ‘true’ vocabulary of their language. Each group speaking what it
regards as a separate language has what it considers its own true lexicon, but
there are also synonyms, which are identical in form to the words used by

others speaking different languages. Here, for example, is a list of words (not ~

complete) meaning ‘wallaby’ in some of the languages:

Aném: apose, gauxu, kis, nautus, zet
Amara: natus, kope, “kio

Mouk: natus, apose, sokolo

Aria: apare,*apose

Tourai: *apare, apose

Lamogai: airok, apare, keneng
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Those marked with an asterisk are words which the people of that particular
language consider as their own true word for ‘wallaby’, while the others are
seen as equivalents. The use of such synonyms aids intergroup communication
at the same time as it allows each group to claim at least one word as its own.
This permits each group to maintain its distinctiveness. There are, however,
other words known among the groups which no one claims as a true word of
their own language. The extensive overlap in vocabulary from one language to
another facilitates what has been called ‘duallingualism’, where speakers
communicate with one another while each speaking their own language. It also
facilitates active learning of other languages.

The Siassi languages function widely as lingua francas (i.e. additional lan-
guages used across wide areas for intergroup communication) in this area and
most people speak either Lusi, Kove, or Kabana well. The Bibling languages also
function dual-lingually so that knowing one gives access to understanding the
others. Aném and Amara, however, have no value as lingua francas since
neither can be used dual-lingually with any other language. Since European
contact in the nineteenth century, another language has been added to the
villagers’ repertoire, an English-based pidgin called Tok Pisin (‘talk pidgin’), a
language which developed from a contact language which emerged on plant-
ations in Queensland, where Pacific Islanders worked as contract laborers.
Recruiting was particularly heavy in the Bismarck Archipelago; at one time, few
men were left in the villages. When the laborers returned, they often taught
Tok Pisin to the younger male generation (see Chapter 6 for further informa-
tion about Tok Pisin and other pidgins and creoles). Tok Pisin eventually
became such a useful additional language that it spread throughout mainland
New Guinea and today it is the most widely spoken lingua franca in the
country. It has been used in New Britain for at least eighty years and all the
languages of north-west New Britain have now incorporated Tok Pisin words
into their vocabulary.

A number of explanations have been propased for the existence of such
extreme linguistic fragmentation of New Guinea. First, a span of 40,000 years of
human habitation affords sufficient time-depth for natural processes of change
and diversification to produce a multitude of languages. Secondly, the rugged
nature of the terrain poses physical barriers to human social interaction.
Thirdly, cultural attitudes play an important role in fostering and maintaining
diversity. Diversity is cultivated in Melanesia as a badge of identification and is

" largely a conscious reaction. However, even more important, in my view, is that

none of the pressures towards convergence found for a long time in Europe and
elsewhere, such as literacy, standardization, centralized administrative control,
schooling, media, was present to any great degree in precolonial days. These
factors have, however, become relevant since European contact and have
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favored the spread of lingua francas such as Tok Pisin and metropolitan
languages such as English.

Traditional dialectologists believed that isolation led to linguistic diversity,
while mixing of populations created uniformity. Yet it is clear that geography
alone is not sufficient to explain diversity, nor is the concentration of people in
one area or isolation a guarantee of uniformity or conservatism, as research on
urban social dialects has shown (see Chapter 3). Compare, for instance, one of
the areas of greatest diversity, the easily navigable Sepik River, with Enga in the
interior Highlands, which has some of the most rugged terrain in the country
and is an area with much less diversity. The north coastal areas, where there are
more small, unrelated language groups, are more linguisticaily diverse than the
more isolated areas of the interior.

The distribution of linguistic diversity implies demographic factors as
additional contributory causes. It seems likely that the existence of endemic
diseases such as malaria in the coastal lowlands restricted not only mobility,
but also population growth. In the Highlands, which are largely malaria-free,
language groups are larger than on the coast. Compare Enga which has over
150,000 speakers with Erima, a language spoken in only four villages, with
only 400 speakers. The threat of disease therefore probably limited the possi-
bility for groups to expand much beyond their immediate territory, and thus
impeded the spread of any one language or group of languages. _

Since the imposition of colonial administration in various Pacific islands such
as Papua New Guinea, there has no doubt been a decline in the number of
languages. Moreover, dramatic changes have taken place in those which sur-
vive, often through contact with major metropolitan languages. New lingua
francas arose as a result of contact with Europeans; the most important of these
were languages like Kite and Yabem, spread by missionaries as church lingua
francas, and Tok Pisin and Hiri Motu.

Any estimate of the number of languages spoken in an area like Papua New
Guinea is fraught with difficulties due to the problems inherent in defining
terms such as ‘language’ and ‘dialect’. The very concept of discrete languages is
probably a European cultural artefact fostered by processes such as literacy and
standardization. Any attempt to count distinct languages will be an artefact of
classificatory procedures rather than a reflection of communicative practices.
Lexico-statistics will not yield any non-arbitrary technical definition of terms
such as ‘language’, ‘dialect’, or ‘family’.

4 3

LANGUAGE IN SOCIETY/SOCIETY IN LANGUAGE 11

Language and dialect in Europe

Other examples from Europe can be taken to illustrate the arbitrariness of
linguistic criteria, and the importance of social factors in deciding what
counts as a language or dialect. Some classic cases are the West Romance
and Germanic dialect. continua. The West Romance dialect continuum
stretches through rural communities from the Atlantic coast of France
through Italy, Spain, and Portugal. Mutual intelligibility exists between
adjacent villages, although speakers of the standard varieties of French, Ital-
ian, Spanish, and Portuguese find one another mutually unintelligible to
varying degrees. Similarly, the Germanic dialect continuum connects a series
of historically related varieties that differ from one another with respect to
one or more features.

Degree of mutual intelligibility is greatly affected by the extent of social and
other contact between the groups concerned as well as their attitudes to one
another and does not necessarily have much to do with lexico-statistical rela-
tionships. In Scandinavia, for instance, if a traveller knows Danish, Swedish, or
Norwegian, it is possible to communicate across language boundaries. Cer-
tainly, linguistically the languages are very close, in fact close enough from a
linguistic point of view to be considered dialects of one language. Indeed, struc-
turally they form a nice parallel to the linguistic situation in parts of north-west
New Britain because their grammar is very similar and most of the distinctive
differences lie in vocabulary, and pronunciation, although the differences here
are also not very great in many cases. Danish and Norwegian have a great deal
of vocabulary in common, but differ in pronunciation, while Swedish and
Norwegian differ more in vocabulary, but have a more similar pronunciation.
In a sample of 1,000 words from Norwegian, as many as 50 per cent of the words
are identical and another 25 per cent are variants of the same form. A further 15
per cent have the same pronunciation but are spelled differently, while only 10
per cent are essentially different. Some of the superficial similarities can be
seen in these examples.

Danish: Hun sidder i vinduet og ser ud over gaden.
Norwegian: Hun sitter i vinduet og ser ut over gatan.
Swedish: Hon sitter i fonstret och ser ut dver gatan.

The modern languages are derived historically from a common Nordic ances-
tor and their increasing fragmentation reflects political history. It is largely for
political reasons that they are regarded as separate languages. By 1700 Swedish

. «and Danish standards were firmly established, but Norway was still under

Danish rule. When these languages were standardized, differences between



12 LANGUAGE IN SOCIEI'Y/SOCIETV IN LANGUAGE

FIG 1.3 Dialect continua in Europe

them were consciously exaggerated. For instance, before 1906 all three
languages wrote the word meaning ‘what’ unphonetically as hvad. Now only
Danish does. Swedish spells it as vad and Norwegian as hva. Thus, orthographic
differences now disguise what is a similar pronunciation and make the
languages look more different in their written form than they are when
spoken.

In studies of mutual intelligibility some interesting asymmetries emerge.
Danes claim to understand Norwegians much better than Norwegians claim to
understand Danes. The poorest understanding is between Danes and Swedes
and the best between Norwegians and Swedes. However, Norwegians and

LANGUAGE IN s0dI ETY/SOCIETY IN LANGUAGE 13

Danes claim to understand Swedes better than Swedes claim to understand
either Norwegians or Danes. How can this be? Studies of mutual intelligibility
are not really about linguistic relationships between varieties, but about social
relationships since it is people and not the varieties who understand or do not
understand one another. More Norwegians and Danes have been in Sweden
than Swedes have been in the other two countries. Only one-quarter of Swedes
claim to read anything in the other two languages. While 41 per cent of Danes
and 52 per cent of Norwegians listen to Swedish radio, only g per cent of Swedes
listen to Norwegian or Danish radio. It is obvious that more accommodation is
made towards Sweden and Swedish by Danes and Norwegians because Sweden
is a larger and wealthier country. It is much more self-contained both eco-
nomically and intellectually. Not surprisingly, Swedes show the least interest
in Nordic cooperation, while the Danes favor it most, no doubt because they
stand to gain the most from it. They are generally less well understood than
Norwegians or Swedes.

A Danish school principal told the story of how she gave a lecture to an
audience in Stockholm from a manuscript which had been translated into
Swedish. She said, ‘They understood me very well. Then I fumbled for an
expression, and the audience cried out, “just talk Danish, you are so easy to
understand”. I switched to Danish, to the great surprise of the Swedes, who
understood nothing! They had thought [ was talking Danish all along.” Under
the present political circumstances, convergence towards a commeon inter-
Scandinavian speech form could be brought about only by conscious language
planning and increased social contact.

The dividing line between the languages we call Swedish, Norwegian, and
Danish is linguistically arbitrary but politically and culturally relevant. Max
Weinreich’s often quoted dictum, ‘a language is a dialect with an army and a
navy’, attests the importance of political power and the sovereignty of a nation-
state in the recognition of a variety as a language rather than a dialect.
Situations in which there is widespread agreement as to what constitutes a
language arise through the interaction of social, political, psychological, and
historical factors, and are not due to any inherent properties of the varieties
concerned. In China, a range of mutually unintelligible varieties which a
linguist would certainly call separate languages are nevertheless considered
dialects of Chinese because they are linked by a common writing system. While

" speakers of varieties such as Cantonese and Mandarin would not be able to

communicate in the spoken language, they would share the same writing
system. Each would write the same symbol for the ‘same’ words, even though
their spoken forms would be completely different. This is really in a sense the
opposite of what exists in Scandinavia, where differences in writing obscure
basic similarities in pronunciation. Many speakers of what is sometimes called
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Serbo-Croatian, the standard language of the former Yugoslavia, and current -

standard of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, say it is really two languages
rather than one because Croats write their variety in Roman script, while Serbs
write theirs in Cyrillic. ) .

Certain varieties of the West Germanic dialect continuum are considered to
be dialects of Dutch and others dialects of German because of the relationship
these varieties have to their respective standard languages. The process of
standardization is connected with a number of socio-historical factors such as
literacy, nationalism, and cultural and ethnic identity. It results in the selection
and fixing of a uniform -norm of usage, which is promoted in dictionaries,
grammars, and teaching. A standard language is a variety that has been delib-
erately codified so that it varies minimally in linguistic form but is maximally
elaborated in function. Most of the European languages became standardized
under periods of intense nationalism. The standardization and promotion of a
common language was seen as an important symbol of the process of political
unification. Some of the consequences of this will be discussed in Chapters 3
and 7.

Some linguists have found the terms ‘autonomous’ and ‘heteronymous’
speech varieties useful as alternative labels to language and dialect. Thus, we
can say, for instance, that the Dutch dialects are dependent on or ‘heterony-
mous’ with respect to standard Dutch, German dialects to standard German,
etc. This means that because speakers of German watch German TV, are taught
standard German in school, read in standard German etc., they look to standard
German as a reference point. There will be more linguistic similarities between
the varieties of German and Dutch spoken close to the border between those
two countries than there will be between standard German and standard
Dutch. Nevertheless, a standard language serves to create a feeling of unity
among the speakers who take it as a reference point, particularly those who
speak varieties far removed from one another geographically. Thus, for
speakers of Cockney English in London and speakers of local dialects in
Tyneside, in the north-east of England, the linguistic differences may be so
substantial as to prevent easy spoken communication, but both groups would

say in a larger sense they ‘speak the same language’ since both have standard
English as a superordinate variety.

The term ‘language’ is employed for a variety that is autonomous, togethgr
with all those varieties that are heteronymous upon it. Because heteronomy
and autonomy reflect political and cultural rather than purely linguistic fac-
tors, they can change. Often due to political developments formerly heterony-
mous varieties can achieve autonomy, as is the case with Afrikaans in South
Africa, which was standardized in the 1920s and recognized as a language and
not a dialect of Dutch. Conversely, autonomous varieties may lose their
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autonomy, as Scots English did when it ceased to function as the language of
the Scottish court after the Union of Crowns in 1603. There is nothing inher-
ently better about a variety which achieves autonomy, and autonomy can
always be challenged. Political and social factors are responsible for the
selection of one out of many varieties which could have been candidates for
standardization (see further in Chapter 3).

Disputes about the status of a variety are often used to bolster claims about
the ethnic membership of the speakers or political status of territory with
which it is associated. The present-day nation calling itself Macedonia was once
the heart of an empire that stretched from Gibraltar to the Panjab, and its 2
million people live on land that until 1991 was part of Greece, Yugoslavia,
Bulgaria, and Serbia, all of whom have taken chunks of its territory. When
Macedonia was one of five constituent republics of Yugoslavia (along with
Serbia, Montenegro, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzogovina, Slovenia) from 1944 to 1991,
Macedonian was subordinate to Serbo-Croatian. Extremist Serbian politicians
in now independent Serbia have publicly denied the legitimacy of Macedonian
language and nationality and called for the reabsorption of Macedonia into
Serbia. Although Bulgaria recognized the independent republic of Macedonia
in 1992 after the break-up of the Socialist state of Yugoslavia, it still insists that
Macedonian is a dialect of Bulgarian.

Meanwhile, neighboring Greece, which claims Alexander the Great (b. 356
BC), probably the most famous Macedonian, as the founding father of Greek
nationhood, has always officially denied both Macedonian nationality and lan-
guage, insisting instead that Ancient Macedonian was a dialect of Greek. It
regards the existence of an independent Macedonia as an assault on Greek
sovereignty. When Macedonia became independent in 1991, Greece blocked its
entrance to the United Nations under its own name because Greece uses the
same name to refer to a province of its own territory and claims exclusive right
to the name Makedonia. The extension of Greek national sovereignty over parts
of the territory of Makedonia was accompanied by particularly aggressive
measures aimed at Hellenization of the Slavic-speaking population, among
them the prohibition of the use of any language but Greek in public. People
were fined, sent to prison, or forced to drink castor oil, and children thrashed at
school, if they were caught speaking their own language.

In 1993 newly independent Macedonia joined the UN under the rather

" unwieldy euphemism ‘Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia’. Greece imp-

osed an economic blockade that was not lifted until Macedonia agreed to alter
a disputed symbol in its flag. Greek authorities also grounded a Macedonian
Passenger aircraft until the word Makedonia on its fuselage was painted over.

. What light can historical and linguistic evidence shed on these competing
claims from Greece, Serbia, and Bulgaria? The Macedonians are descended from
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FIG 1.4 Map of the south Balkan region
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Slavs who settled in the Balkan Peninsula from north of the Carpathian
range around AD 550 to 630 and linguistic evidence indicates that Ancient
Macedonian was in fact separate from what later became Greek. At the time of
the Slavic invasions, the territory of Macedonia was part of the Byzantine
Empire. Thereafter, it shifted between Greek and Slavic domination until the
end of the fifteenth century when it became part of the Ottoman Empire. It
then passed from Ottoman to Serbian control as a result of the Balkan wars of
1912 and 1913 unftil it became a republic of Yugoslavia in 1944 under the
Communist regime.

Macedonian is part of the South Slavic dialect continuum at the ends of
which are Serbian and Bulgarian, both of which served at one time as languages
of education for many Macedonians. Longstanding contact and multilingualism
in the Balkan region between Slavic languages such as Bulgarian, Macedonian,
and Serbian and non-Slavic languages such as Greek, Turkish, and Albanian
have led to linguistic convergence of the type found in north-west New Britain.
Turkish, for instance, contributed a significant amount of vocabulary to
Macedonian, because it was the language of administration in Macedonia from
the fourteenth century to the beginning of the twentieth, as well as a language
of considerable economic and cultural prestige. Macedonian shares some simi-
larities with Serbian and some with Bulgarian. The variety of Macedonian
spoken in the capital, Skopje, for example, shares some of its most salient
features with Serbian. This allows some Serbian authors to cite certain lin-
guistic similarities between Serbian and Macedonian to bolster their territorial
claims, at the same time as Bulgarians can use other linguistic features shared
between Bulgarian and Macedonian to support their view that Macedonian is a
dialect of Bulgarian. Not surprisingly, given the territorial ambitions of their
Greek, Bulgarian. and Serbian neighbors, many Macedonians perceive
themselves as linguistically and culturally threatened even in their own
country.

English: language and dialect

~ So the answer to one of the questions I am often asked about whether

American English is a dialect of English or a separate language depends on your
point of view. George Bernard Shaw characterized England and America as
two nations divided by a common language. When H. L. Mencken decided to
call his book The American Language rather than The English Language in America,

“he was making a political statement. Similar sentiments had been expressed

earlier by Noah Webster when he authored his dictionary of American
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English and consciously employed spellings for certain words which were

different from British English norms, e.g. color, criticize. In fact, Webster noted
over a century ago that ‘the taste of her [i.e. Britain's SR] authors is already
corrupted, and her language on the decline’. Webster’s remarks about British
English being eclipsed by American English seem now to give at least some
Britons and the British Council pause as they seek to guarantee the suprem-
acy of the British variety of the language, particularly in the lucrative export
market for English as a second language. But all this talk about language is
really about politics, and Britain no longer exerts as much influence as a
superpower as does its former colony. In an interview the former British
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (Newsweek, 8 October 19g0), who stood
much to gain from aligning her own political views with those of former
President Reagan, very generously conceded that Shakespeare belonged as
much to Americans as to the British in characterizing the ‘special relationship’
that exists between the United States and Britain. Speaking to an American
interviewer, she observed:

The Magna Carta belongs as much to you as it does to us; the writ of habeas corpus
belongs as much to you as it does to us. . . . There is such a common heritage as well as the
language. Shakespeare belongs as much to you as he does to us . . . That is what unites us
and has united us—rather more than a philosophy, but history as well, and language and
mode of thought.

America’s linguistic declaration of independence was unparalleled in Aus-
tralia until the appearance of Sidney Baker’s book The Australian Language (1945),
whose title confidently asserted the autonomy of Australian English in the
same way that Mencken’s had attempted to do for American English. Baker
noted that Australians ‘have to work out the problem from the point of view of
Australia, not from the viewpoint of England and of the judgements she passed
upon our language because she did not know it as well as we do’. Still, it was a
long time before many Australians were to feel confident about sounding
Australian, and many still do not today. While some linguists declared there
was nothing wrong with Australian speech, they still compared Australian
accents with educated southern British English ones. For some, this was an
unpleasant reminder of the extent to which Australian English deviated from
what was seen as a prestige standard. The Australian Broadcasting Corporation,
created in 1932, endorsed the British norm as the one to be used on the radio
and most of those recognized as suitable announcers were Englishmen. Today a
British accent is no longer needed for the ABC. Since 1983 Australians who
sound distinctly Australian can be heard on radio and television and all ques-
tions concerning pronunciation, style, and usage are referred to an Australian
dictionary, not a British one. The upsurge of interest and even pride in rather
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than embarrassment at Australian English represents a decided move away
from what has been called the ‘cultural cringe’.

A dialect continuum can also be primarily social rather than geographical in
nature. A good example is found in Jamaica, where at one time those at the top
of the social scale—the British—spoke English, while those at the bottom
spoke Jamaican Creole. Over time the gap between the two has been filled by a
range of varieties that are either more like the creole or more like English (see
further in Chapter 6). Most speakers use several varieties that span a range on
this post-creole continuum and shift among them according to context or
addressee. Any division of the Jamaican social dialect continuum into English
versus Jamaican Creole would be linguistically as arbitrary as dividing the
Germanic dialect continuum into Dutch and German. There is no social,

~ political, or geographical reason for saying that English begins at one particular

point and Jamaican Creole at another.

Accent v. dialect

Some linguists make a further distinction between ‘accent’ and ‘dialect’. An
accent consists of a way of pronouncing a variety. A dialect, however, varies
from other dialects of the same language simultaneously on at least three levels
of organization: pronunciation, grammar or syntax, and vocabulary. Thus, edu-
cated speakers of American English and British English can be regarded as
using dialects of the same language because differences of these three kinds
exist between them. In practice, however, speakers of the two varieties share a
common grammar and differ from each other more in terms of vocabulary and
pronunciation. Some examples of these differences are illustrated in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1 Some differences between American and British English

American British
Pronunciation: ate [eit] Jet]
(rhymes with mate) (rhymes with Met)
Grammar/syntax Jane had gotten used to it. Jane had got used to it. (Past
participle of get)

Vocabulary Sam took the elevator Sam took the lift rather than

rather than the stairs. the stairs.




