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Editor’s Preface

As is well known, William Labov, whose work was initially responsible for
the development of research in those areas of sociolinguistics which are
today sometimes referred to as secular linguistics, was initially not at all
happy that the label sociolinguistics should be attached to work that in his
view, and I believe in the view of all of us who are practitioners of this
science, should really have been referred to simply as linguistics. This termi-
nological battle has subsequently been lost, but the popularity of the term
sociolinguistics does have the advantage of stressing the primary location of
this form of research in the community rather than in the office or
laboratory, and of indicating the somewhat independent traditions and
objectives the subject has subsequently acquired within the wider field of
linguistics.

Work of this type is, at its best, so insightful, productive and exciting that
one might be surprised at how relatively little of it is actually performed,
for all that it is by no means a totally minority activity. This should,
however, really come as no surprise, since work in this paradigm, for all its
importance, is most often difficult, complicated, time-consuming and
expensive. It is no wonder that many of the weaker brethren confine
themselves to the comfort of working with their own intuitions in the
security of their own offices. With the publication of this book, however,
work in secular linguistics will now be that little bit less daunting, because
in Observing and Analysing Natural Language is distilled the collective
wisdom of the first generations of sociolinguists, including not least Lesley
Milroy herself, who is one of the best practitioners of this form of
sociolinguistics there has ever been. Here, that is, is an author who really
knows what she is talking about because in her own pioneering work she
has confronted and overcome many of the thorniest practical and theoreti-
cal problems that this field has to offer.

The book itself deals not only with fieldwork methodology and data
collection, and not only with the analysis and interpretation of this data, it
also deals, crucially, with the interrelationships between these two aspects
of secular linguistic work, and with the often neglected connections
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between methodology, interpretation and linguistic theory. With this book
we have, for the first time, a work which focuses on the history, objectives
and achievements of secular linguistics to date, as well as on its meth-
odology. It will be of enormous value to anyone studying, teaching or
working in any sociolinguistic aspect of language in the community. Lesley
Milroy's Observing and Analysing Natural Language is a very important
milestonc in this field. Indeed, it represents a coming of age in the
development of sociolinguistics as a discipline.

Peter Trudgill

ey
.




Preface

This book cannot in any sense be said to be a handbook or inventory of
techniques, although it is certainly intended to be of practical value to
those interested in studying the way people use language in naturally
occurring social contexts. Sociolinguistic method is discussed in terms of its
relationship to theory, in the belief that if this link is not acknowledged
interpretation of research results may ultimately be difficult and unsatis-
fying. This is because apparently innocuous methods which are in fact
associated with a specific theoretical paradigm can conceal important
underlying assumptions. Methodological problems and principles will
therefore be discussed not only in practical terms, but in terms of both
assumptions underlying the chosen method, and the theoretical goal of the
research. An account of method divorced from theory is not considered to
be helpful, desirable, or even possible.

Chapters 1 to 4 focus chiefly on methods of data collection and chapters
5 to 8 on various aspects of data analysis and interpretation. But there are
at all points areas of overlap, and underlying theoretical issues frequently
emerge. Although a good deal of the discussion is placed within the general
framework of the methods first developed by William Labov for use in
urban settings (and indeed assumes some knowledge of his work), I very
much hope that a number of principles will emerge which are of value to
people who, while not necessarily researching within this paradigm, are
concerned for a number of different reasons with the study of language in
its social context. These include not only linguists with an academic interest
in (for example) the language choice patterns of ethnic minorities in
industrialized societies, in conservative rural dialects, in pidgin and creole
languages and in ‘exotic’ languages. There are also professionals such as
teachers, educational psychologists and speech therapists, who work
extensively with language and who sometimes need to collect, analyse and
interpret samples of naturally occurring speech. These wider applications
are discussed in chapter 9, where a number of practical issues are explored
which can be illuminated by sociolinguistic methods of data collection and
analysis.
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As far as seems possible without sacrificing style and clarity, 1 have
avoided using the controversial generic pronoun forms he, him, his. But
where alternative means of expressing generic reference seem awkward |
have used the traditional forms, and hope that readers will accept this
purely stylistic decision in the spirit in which it was taken.
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Field Linguistics: Some Models
and Methods

1.1 Data and Theory

It is illuminating to begin a discussion of sociolinguistic method by
considering two general issues which have implications for the field linguist
at all stages of data collection, analysis and interpretation; these are the
relationship of the investigator to data and the relationship between data
and grammars.

There are a number of ways in which an investigator might proceed in
carrying out a piece of synchronic linguistic description. The term ‘descrip-
tion’ is used rather widely here (following Kibrik (1977)) to cover either
descriptions of languages unknown to the investigator or descriptions of
the investigator’s native language, both of which can be based either on
introspection or on some sort of field investigation. By considering the task
of linguistic description in this way, we can examine rather radically the
relationship between investigator and object of study in terms of the type
of data used, assuming that the output will always be (to a greater or lesser
extent) an idealized model of a fragment of a language.

Models might be of many different kinds, examples being an account of
some aspect of ‘core’ grammar (such as the English Noun Phrase); the
grammatical categories of an entire language (such as Dixon’s (1971)
grammar of Dyirbal); or an account of the systematically variable use by
members of a speech community of a portion of the linguistic system (such
as Labov’s (1966) study of the distribution of five sociolinguistic variables
in the Lower East Side of New York City). Although the models
produced by sociolinguists are often felt in some sense to be closer to the
data base than those of other types of linguist, it is important to remember
that a representation such as Labov’s famous graph of the variable
realization of /r/ in New York City is actually an idealized model of
sociolinguistic structure; the figures upon which it is based are the product
of a long process of sociological, mathematical and linguistic abstraction.
Idealized models of any kind, whatever the differences in method,
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theoretical goal and assumption which underlie them. bear an indirect
relationship to data.

Gumperz has discussed Labov's methods and theoretical goals 1n such a
way as to make the abstract character of his models very clear. He points
out that although Labov rejects Saussurian and Chomskyan assumptions of
uniformity in grammatical systems, he shares with other linguists an
interest in understanding the general character of grammars, believing
these to be affected by the social characteristics of human groups.
Gumperz then goes on to argue that the relatively abstract approach
associated with this theoretical goal entails a neglect of the speaker as
participant in interaction, and that quite different methods are needed to
investigate ssues arising from the ability of speakers to interact, such as the
co-occurrence (or otherwise) of their judgements in the interpretation of
discourse: ‘A speaker-oriented approach to conversation ... focuses
directly on the strategies that govern the actor’s use of lexical, grammati-
cal, sociolinguistic and other knowledge in the production and interpret-
ation of messages in context’ (Gumperz 1982: 35).

Labov himself has contrasted in a similar way two alternative approaches
to linguistic variation: one can start by examining linguistic forms (vari-
ables) and their distribution, or by examining speakers and the kind of
behaviour appropriate to different situations. Labov prefers the first type
of framework because it gives a better idea of the system as a whole,

although it s not capable of yielding optimal information about speakers
{Labov 1966: 209).

Labov’s focus on system rather than speaker leads to consideration of a
widely acvepted principle of scientific linguistics: the language itself is an
abstract ebject not amenable to direct observation. However, as Kibrik
notes, “the oconcrete utterances which represent the realisation of the
linguistic competence of speakers who know the language can be observed’
(1977 2). Such an emphasis seems uncontroversial, and is useful in that it
helps us to remember the relative abstractness of (for example) the
vanable language patterns which are of interest to urban dialectologists.
Nor does Kibrik’s remark imply acceptance of Chomsky’s controversial
competence/performance distinction, which has not proved to be a useful
one for sociotinguistics (see further L. Milroy 1985).

Labov has observed that the general programme of all linguists — not
oaly those who are writing competence grammars — begins with a search
for amvariance {Labov 1975: 7). The context of this remark was an attempt
to focus on precisely how one kind of linguistic enterprise differs from
another, and Labov argued that good methods and theories could best be
developed by considering the important assumptions which linguists shared
before examming those which divided them. Commenting on the theory/
data relationship in a manner which also tends to emphasize the similarities
between different types of linguistic enterprise, Kibrik lists what he

it
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considers to be three crucial concepts in any conceivable descriptive
linguistic activity (but compare the comments of Gumperz, quoted above):

The subject of investigation (the language or part of the language).
The object of the investigation (written texts or tape-recorded data).
The product of the investigation. This is the model of the subject of the
investigation which is usually called the grammar. Thus, Labov’s
graphic representations, which model patterns of language variation in
New York City, may recasonably be described as grammars.

W -

By using the term ‘grammar’ in this extension of its usual sense, we can
begin to compare and contrast coherently the aims, methods and pro-
cedures of, for example, a descriptive linguist and an urban sociolinguist
both working on a portion of the verb phrase (see Cheshire 1982a and J.
Harris 1984 as examples of sociolinguists with those interests). It is not
profitable to see these differences (as Chomsky apparently has done;
Chomsky 1980: 248) in terms of differences in the amount of idealization of
the data base; models are always abstract and indirectly related to data.
But using Kibrik's framework, and assuming with Labov (1975) that
co-operation is essential if linguists are to benefit from each other’s
insights, differences between descriptive linguists and sociolinguists may be
analysed as differences in the relationship between the investigator, the
subject of study and the object of study in the process of arriving at the
final product (or model). Differences in the character of these relationships
also give rise to methods which differ in their potential to achieve
particular goals.

Following this general line of thinking, we can present in graphic form
(figure 1.1) three different models of the process by which an investigator
arrives at a product:

Figure 1.1(a) models an investigator/data/grammar relationship whereby
the investigator directly accesses the target language by means of his or her
own linguistic competence. Since the description is based on introspective
self-observation (sometimes checked against the introspections of others),
a body of data (the object of the investigation) is absent. One point which
might be made is that this method cannot be used to study any language or
language variety not known to the investigator, and since academic
linguists are seldom competent speakers of non-standard dialects or
uncodified languages, can in practice be used for describing only fully
codified standard languages. This is not of course to deny that those who
have grown up as native speakers of a dialect (for example, Peter Trudgill
in Norwich) may have intuitions about its structure; so also might
non-native speakers who have developed an intimate knowledge of the
structure of a dialect (see J. Milroy 1981 for an example). But descriptions
of non-standard dialects generally use intuition as an aid to focusing the



