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Introduction

The issues studied in this book

In this book we explore some of the ways in which standardization, ideol-
ogy and linguistics are connected. Standardization in language has received
a fair amount of scholarly attention, and in Chapter 1 we undertake a con-
spectus of the various ways in which the phenomenon has found expres-
sion and been theorized. Standardization is of course the manifestation
of an ideology, and we consider here, as well as its effects on speakers in
general, those which press upon the practitioners of linguistics, both in the
‘theoretical’ branches and in sub-disciplines relying on empirical methods.

An ideology is a set of shared beliefs that, while partial, presents these
as the objective way of looking at things, or at least as ‘received wisdom’
where ‘received’ has the usual sense of ‘generally accepted’. While it is
perfectly obvious that the Milroys’ ‘ideology of the standard’ (Milroy and
Milroy 1999) is a term referring to the view that favours a dominating or
hierarchical situation, not only in language but in the ordering of society,
the counterpart of this ideology, that which opposes standardization, has no
one name that comes very readily to mind, at least in linguistics. This state
of affairs can perhaps be explained, in part at least, by reference to the time
interval that commonly precedes the adoption of a social change. It may be
that much change follows the so-called S-curve pattern, comprising a slow
onset or ‘lag phase’ followed by a rapid or ‘log phase’ where the majority
of elements are affected, in turn followed by a further gradual phase where
the residual elements may or may not fall in line with the majority that
have undergone change. The S-curve model was first applied in linguistics
by Chen (1972) to account for exceptions to sound change; the motivation
behind this model is not wholly clear, but Chen suggests (1972: 474) that
‘as the phonological innovation gradually spreads across the lexicon [...]
there comes a point where the minor rule gathers momentum and begins to
serve as a basis for extrapolation.” The cumulative S-curve is a model applied
to other forms of social change such as product adoption and the diffusion
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2 Standardization, Ideology and Linguistics

of technology, and commonly refers to adopters rather than the objects of
adoption. Certainly the notion is intuitive, and awareness of its effects is
widespread among laypersons; for instance, Gertrude Stein remarked infor-
mally, apropos of modernism in the arts, ‘for a very long time everybody
refuses, and then almost without a pause everybody accepts’.

The model is more complicated where an ideology is in question, for one
of the essential features of ideologies is that they work at an unconscious
level. In this they differ both from products that are the object of conscious
adoption, like MP3 players, but also from ‘memes’ like linguistic variants,
where diffusion seems to take place more intuitively. We discuss this in more
detail in Chapter 1, but in general it seems implausible that people should
adhere to an ideology while recognizing it as such. We shall explore in what
follows some of the consequences of the implicit adoption in theoretical
linguistics of the ideology of the standard. These include, but go beyond, the
rather well-known rejection by Chomsky and his followers of the acceptabil-
ity of certain ‘non-standard’ forms, and the consequences of this rejection
for the robustness of their theories.

The obvious corollary of an acceptance of the ideology of the standard is
that its rejection offers a standpoint from which criticism can be directed
by those concerned to demonstrate the distorting effects of standardization
in everyday language use and perhaps in linguistics too, as does J. Milroy
(2001). But beyond this is an element of subtlety that sees a lack of readi-
ness on the part of those who study variation and change in language from
a speaker-oriented viewpoint to consider closely what we called above the
counterpart of the ideology of the standard. It is quite plain that stand-
ardization and its associated ideology, in its primary form rather than
as an object of reflection by scholars, has a long attestation, so that suf-
ficient time has passed for this ideology to become apparent as such, and
to attract criticism. The obvious point here is the presence since around
1945, although of course foreshadowed well before then, of the ideology
that opposes the standard and what lies behind it. The readiest term for it
is perhaps ‘egalitarianism’. Mention of it is by no means new; anyone who
has read a sample of British novels published in the late 1940s and early
1950s will have encountered references to ‘levelling down’, and this period
was of course marked by socialist measures designed to promote equality,
like high marginal taxation rates, a nationalization programme and the
widespread introduction of social welfare schemes that previously had been
patchy. The then Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, remarked at the time that
levelling down for the few meant levelling up for the many. Few today
would deplore the achievements in relative social and economic equality
brought about by the welfare programmes introduced in recent times in the
advanced economies. Egalitarianism remains none the less an ideology, and
we are in any event interested here in tracing its effects in culture, not eco-
nomics or politics. The fact that equality, and one of its opposites, elitism,
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are delicate subjects should not discourage investigation. In his Dictionnaire
philosophique Voltaire attacks received wisdom in the following terms:

Quelqu'un répand dans le monde qu’il y a un géant haut de soixante et
dix pieds. Bientot apres, tous les docteurs examinent de quelle couleur
doivent étre ses cheveux, de quelle grandeur est son pouce, quelles dimen-
sions ont ses ongles: on crie, on cabale, on se bat. Ceux qui soutiennent
que le petit doigt du géant n’a que quinze lignes de diameétre font briiler
ceux qui affirment que le petit doigt a un pied d’épaisseur. «Mais, mes-
sieurs, votre Géant existe-t-il? dit modestement un passant. — Quel doute
horrible!” s’écrient tous ces disputants; quel blasphéme! quelle absurdité!»
Alors ils font tous une petite tréve pour lapider le passant; et apres 1'avoir
assassiné en cérémonie, de la maniere la plus édifiante, ils se battent entre
eux comme de coutume au sujet du petit doigt et des ongles.! (Moland/
Voltaire 1877-85: 87)

The image of the giant evokes the contemporary cliché of the elephant in
the room. The existence of the ideologies of interest here is not in question,
clearly; what Voltaire’s formulation captures more comprehensively is the
tendency to focus on the minutiae of a phenomenon while ignoring its
totality; and to accept received wisdom.

Standardization and the linguist

This linkage was identified tellingly in J. Milroy’s (2001) article entitled
‘Language ideologies and the consequences of standardization’. Milroy
argues that linguists of most persuasions are susceptible to the influence of
the standard ideology, and we examine this influence upon theoretical lin-
guistics in some detail here. In particular, we suggest that many of the gram-
maticality judgments on which linguistic theorizing relies do little more
than recapitulate the normative dynamic of the standardization process.
Criticisms directed by a sociolinguist against those who focus on idealized
abstractions are hardly surprising, but Milroy in his article taxes variation-
ists too as suffering from ‘the consequences of standardization’. One of
these is a tendency to regard the standard as a benchmark against which
other varieties are measured. This is not necessarily reprehensible; it may
be convenient methodologically to use this approach, since standardized
situations tend to have only one standard variety. Again, a sociolinguistic
enquiry that seeks to extrapolate change from variation may well be inter-
ested in the assimilation by the legitimate variety of non-standard forms,
such that a comparison in these terms is integral to the enquiry. Milroy’s
criticisms go deeper than this, however. Use of the standard as a benchmark,
in comparison with which other varieties are measured, can easily lead to a
distorted description; thus a non-standard variety may be characterized as
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having ‘copula deletion” where in fact absence of copula is the default state.
Characterizations of this type seem implicitly to assume deviation from
the standard. But the more fundamental criticism of Milroy’s that concerns
us here has to do with an ideology prevailing in linguistics that may have
the effect of discouraging enquiry. He remarks (p. 548) that ‘to undertake
a study of an urban variety for its own sake was, until as late as the 1960s,
a grave risk to any young scholar in Britain’; the present authors hope to run
no such risk, but the point stands that any ideology, perhaps especially one
that is currently prevalent, has a weight and momentum of its own that can
discourage examination.

Structure of the book

This book is organized as follows. Chapter 1 gives an overview of
standardization in some of its forms as linguists have theorized them.
Chapter 2 considers the issue of grammaticality as defined by theoretical
linguistics within the context of the standard ideology, while Chapter 3
examines the phenomenon of so-called ‘prestige constructions’ (Sobin
1997), together with the associated notion of hypercorrection, within the
same framework. Chapter 4 considers language change, broadly in the light
of the opposed parametric and speaker-based approaches to the subject. In
Chapter 5 we examine the thesis that much current linguistic change con-
stitutes a form of anti-standardization, a process that tends towards a level-
ling of the distinction between standard and non-standard. In Chapter 6 we
look at anti-standardizing tendencies in contemporary France, arguably the
European country in which the notion of the standard language is crystal-
lized at its most extreme.

Notes

1. A report is spread that there is a 70-foot-high giant. Soon doctors argue about
what colour his hair must be, how big his thumb is, how long his nails are: there
is shouting, plotting and fights. Those who believe that the giant’s little finger is
only 12 lignes in diameter burn those who say it is a foot wide. ‘But, gentlemen,
does your giant exist?’ asks a passer-by modestly. ‘What an appalling lack of faith,’
scream the arguers, ‘what blasphemy, what absurdity!” They then agree a brief
truce so that they can stone the passer-by; and after ritually killing him, in the
most edifying manner, they go back to fighting among themselves over the giant’s
little finger and his nails.
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The nature of the standard

In this chapter we attempt to characterize the essential features of stand-
ard languages. In the interests of clear exposition we set out these features
below in separate sections, although it will be seen that they overlap. These
features of the standard refer to the following attributes: the standard as an
ideology, which includes beliefs about its beauty, logical nature and effi-
ciency; the socially dominant variety; the overlay acquired subsequent to
the vernacular; the synecdochic variety; that which is regionless. We then
look at some examples of folk-linguistic perceptions of the standard, before
considering more closely the essential characteristics of ideologies as they
concern us here.

1.1 The standard as an ideology

Milroy and Milroy (1999) suggest that a standard language is an abstrac-
tion, or more specifically, since all languages are abstractions, an ideology.
The terms ‘standard’ and ‘non-standard’ are of course used by specialists
in an ostensibly value-neutral sense, even if this specialized use of these
terms does not match with their everyday currency; but normative terms
like ‘sub-standard’, among many others, are frequent among linguistically
naive speakers who have absorbed the ‘ideology of the standard’ (Milroy
and Milroy 1999), which sees the standard as the only language worthy of
the name, and the associated non-standard varieties as imperfect approxi-
mations to it. One view current in sociolinguistics sees standardization as
a form of cultural oppression, most obviously by the upper classes, and
indeed it is hard from this viewpoint to see the social advantage accruing
to most speakers through their acceptance of the ideology of the standard.
The notion of this ideology also explains style variation, which is linguistic
accommodation determined by social situation; very few speakers enjoy
such linguistic security that they can neglect to adapt their speech to some-
one of different social status, and this is the root of stylistic or situational
variation. L. Milroy (2003: 161) cites Silverstein’s (1979: 193) definition of
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language ideologies, which is as follows: they are ‘sets of beliefs about lan-
guage articulated by users as a rationalization or justification of perceived
language structure and use’. The view we adopt in this book is that stand-
ardization is the expression of a broader ideology, to do with a hierarchical,
as opposed to an egalitarian, view of how society should be ordered. From
that perspective, the sets of beliefs alluded to in Silverstein’s definition of
language ideologies can be understood as ‘second-order’ ideologies, such
that, in a fairly obvious way, the standard borrows prestige from the power
of its users. Less obviously perhaps, the perceived invariance of the standard
derives too from the hierarchical viewpoint that opposes change.

It should be pointed out in this connection that the oppressive view of
social and linguistic hegemony highlighted above neglects the importance
of ‘culture’, in the sense of the individual’s subjective experience. It has
been assumed until fairly recently that social class is generally the major
element that determines social structure and that drives changes in it. The
more recent development in cultural studies known as the ‘cultural turn’
lays stress on the difficulty of disentangling the various social and economic
elements in any cultural phenomenon under examination - the phrase is
calqued on the earlier ‘linguistic turn’ applied to positivist philosophy, and
refers to a turn to, or emphasis on, the study of culture in disciplines that
attempt to theorize social and cultural history. The cultural turn is in con-
trast to, say, a ‘vulgar’ Marxist approach (Eagleton 1991) that lays stress on
the economic as underlying the social, and on an ‘objective’ view of any
given situation as against the ‘false consciousness’ that may be held to afflict
a social class. Clearly, however, economic, social and cultural elements and
effects can scarcely be separated out in a hierarchical way, for instance in
the rather crude Marxist ‘base-superstructure’ model according to which
the cultural and social merely express the economic (we recognize that
other Marxist approaches have greater subtlety). The ‘vulgar’ view cannot
be supported in any strong sense, since the perspective of an individual or
community on their socio-cultural experience forms an integral part of that
experience, and cannot be overridden by any ‘objective’ viewpoint, as no
cogent argument supports the theorist’s claim to that privilege. The point
need not be laboured any further, beyond saying that the complex congeries
of factors that determines a speaker’s response to the pressure of standardiza-
tion is resistant to any straightforward analysis. Speakers’ responses are in
any event not of a piece, either with each other or with their behaviour; it is
well known that working-class speakers pay (or paid) lip service to the stand-
ard while using their vernacular in the local networks which are meaningful
to them. We shall have occasion to consider this global-local opposition
when we come to examine the role of ideology more closely, below.

The schematic and static view of the standard, which for clear exposi-
tion ignores the fact of standardization as a process, reifies and opposes the
standard language (or languages) and non-standard varieties. The process



