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Introduction
Cognitive Sociolinguistics: Rationale, methods
and scope

Gitte Kristiansen and René Dirven

1. Why do we need a Cognitive Sociolinguistics?

Nine years ago Langacker (1999: 376) programmatically emphasised the
necessity of extending Cognitive Linguistics to the areas of discourse and
social interaction:

Articulating the dynamic nature of conceptual and grammatical structure
leads us inexorably to the dynamics of discourse and social interaction.
While these too have been part of Cognitive Grammar from the very onset,
they have certainly not received the emphasis they deserve.

In a similar vein, a series of scholars whose research likewise falls
within the discipline of Cognitive Linguistics have in recent years repeat-
edly advocated the need for approaches which would bring the objects of
study and the methodologies employed in sociolinguistics and Cognitive
Linguistics closer together, and, more importantly, these researchers have
taken important steps in the direction of an empirically validated investi-
gation into the social dimensions of linguistic variation.

At the beginning of the new millenium, in other words, a heightened
awareness regarding the social aspects of linguistic variation on the one
hand, and the necessity of implementing — even developing — the right
methodological tools on the other hand, match an already existing trend
of research. For examples of descriptively and methodologically oriented
studies, see many of the contributions in Dirven, Frank and Piitz (2003),
Dirven (2005), Geeraerts (2005), the theme session on lectal categoriza-
tion and lectal variation celebrated at ICLC9 in Seoul, and the theme
session on Cognitive Sociolinguistics at ICLC10 in Krakéw. On a more
programmatic level, see Sinha (2007) on language as an epigenetic sys-
tem, Zlatev (2005) on situated embodiment, Itkonen (2003) on the social
nature of the linguistic system, Croft (forthcoming) on social interaction,
Verhagen (2005) on the role of intersubjectivity, Harder (2003) and Ber-
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nardez (2008) on typology, variation and cognition. We can thus now
rightfully speak of a Cognitive Sociolinguistics. This volume testifies of
such rich empirical and theoretical work and gives proof of an already
vigorous cognitive-sociolinguistic strand inside the wider Cognitive Lin-
guistics paradigm.

Four decades ago, William Labov objected to the term “sociolinguis-
tics” on the grounds that there could surely be no way of doing linguistics
which did not at the same time take social dimensions and social variables
duly into account. Hence, the new term was thought to be redundant.
Yet, from the perspective of Cognitive Linguistics — a model in which
usage-based and non-modularity are key words and which thrives more
than most other theories on interdisciplinary research — the inclusion of
the term Cognitive Sociolinguistics is far from arbitrary. There are many
good reasons why the type of studies included in the present volume
should be brought together under the same descriptive heading. Let us
mention just a few of them.

In the first place, as we just pointed out, the volume brings together
various approaches from a burgeoning — but still fragmented — area of
research. As such, it coins at the level of book title what is already a
practice in several established schools and, in a less condensed and more
scattered manner, in many other academic environments in many parts
of the world. The volume will serve to show commonalities between these
approaches and help those present and future scholars who embrace a
socio-cognitive conception of language to better situate their reseach and
to define their work in more precise terms.

In the second place, the volume — the first to bear the title Cognitive
Sociolinguistics — contributes to establishing an interdisciplinary link be-
tween sociolinguists and practitioners of CL. In fact, we very much hope
that the content will be equally appealing to sociolinguists and cognitive
linguists. It is not uncommon to engage in conversation at a conference
with scholars with a specific interest in cultural linguistics or sociolinguis-
tics and discover that the term cognitive linguistics is still strongly associ-
ated with first generation (i.e. Chomskyan) cognitivism — and hard as
one may try to explain the fact that the two disciplines share little more
than the common denominator cognitive, these beliefs more often than
not turn out to be very deep-rooted. Conversely, those scholars who are
anxious to see how social variation is dealt with in grammatical theories
that take an inherent interest in cognitive processes and contextualised
meaning, and which cannot commit themselves to the Chomskyan belief
in the homogeneity of language, have unfortunately so far not had access
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to a representative volume. This survey of current research and possible
inroads will hopefully serve to bridge the gap.

In the third place, it is firmly believed that Cognitive Linguistics itself
will unescapably benefit from turning its attention towards variational
and interactionist linguistics. For a start, there is still a widespread ten-
dency within Cognitive Linguistics towards studies based on the written
production of standardised varieties, but a truly usage-based Cognitive
Linguistics cannot ignore the qualitative and quantitative variation to be
found within the standard and non-standard varieties of a language. It
cannot afford, in other words, to work around language at the almost
Chomskyan level of homogeneous speech communities. A usage-based
linguistics takes language as it is actually used by real speakers in real
situations in a specific historical moment as the basis of its enquiry. As a
logical consequence of this fact, Cognitive Linguistics needs to employ
empirical methods capable of dealing in adequate ways with social varia-
tion: methods that conform to the traditionally high standards of socio-
linguistic research and which are capable of distinguishing between social
and conceptual types of variability. As argued by Geeraerts (2005: 168 —
182), Cognitive Linguistics will not only have to come to terms with the
fact that social variation systematically appears in the raw linguistic data
brought under scrutiny, but also with the fact that the only way to sys-
tematically deal with variation which comprises a variety of different so-
cial dimensions inevitably involves a solid, empirical analysis. In short,
social implies empirical, and empirical implies social.

Furthermore, it is very natural for a fundamentally usage-based disci-
pline such as Cognitive Linguistics to opt for “context” as a key word.
After all, just like sociolinguistics and pragmatics, in part it first saw the
light as a recontextualising reaction towards a number of very predomi-
nant approaches which were reluctant to see language in terms of a social
construct and consider cognition in terms of a capacity grounded in so-
cial dimensions. These approaches include generativism as a forceful ex-
ponent of such a decontextualising trend, and, in a less prominent but
still harmful manner, structuralism. The langue-parole dichotomy left
room for a certain social conception but not at the intermediate level of
lectal variation, where the real variationist dance goes on: that part of
the scenario where social identities are enacted and where linguistic vari-
ants relate to social variables. That part, in short, which ultimately leads
to linguistic change. In structuralism, in broad terms, the leap is directly
from individual variation to a societally shared code. It is safe to say that
none of the opponents to such trends would object to the claim that
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studying real language in use implies a multivariate type of analysis, in-
volving facets such as user-related variation, situationally determined
variability and conceptual motivation. Research that endeavours to un-
ravel, examine and compare social and cognitive dimensions can in a
most natural way be subsumed under the cover term Cognitive Sociolin-
guistics.

2. Scope and organisation of the volume

This volume takes a broad and non-exclusive view on Cognitive Sociolin-
guistics. To that effect, the contributions included exemplify four dif-
ferent and well-defined areas. The main sections included in this volume
cover four major areas: 1) theoretical work on fundamental aspects (in
this case semantic and lectal variation), 2) usage-based and corpus-based
research on language variation, 3) research on cultural models, and 4)
ideology research on sociopolitical and socio-economic systems. Let us
briefly spell out in full why these areas deserve special attention.

As a usage-based approach to language, Cognitive Linguistics is
bound to be open to sociolinguistic problem areas such as regional and
social language variation. Up till now in Cognitive Linguistics, grammati-
cal and lexical studies have mainly focused on the conceptual and referen-
tial functions of linguistic symbolisation. Cognitive Sociolinguistics in-
tends to extend the cognitive paradigm into the regional and social pat-
terns involved in linguistic symbolisation, to be studied either as a topic
in its own right or parallel to conceptual structure. This focus on the
way in which language usage in different regional and social groups is
characterised by different conceptualisations, by different grammatical
and lexical preferences, and by differences in the salience of particular
connotations adds a necessary social dimension to the Cognitive Linguis-
tic enterprise. And as a usage-based approach, Cognitive Linguistics has
a very natural basis for sharing concerns with Sociolinguistics. To begin
with, far from investigating language form independent of context, co-
text, topic and speakers, Cognitive Sociolinguistics naturally puts speak-
ers in their socio-cognitive functioning in the centre of attention. The
relationship between society and language has of course been widely ex-
amined in the fields of Sociolinguistics and the Social Psychology of Lan-
guage, but neither discipline has made use of a Cognitive Linguistic ex-
planatory framework. However, it is a working assumption within Cogni-
tive Sociolinguistics that the theoretical framework of CL may serve to
‘throw new light on old problems’.
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Usage-based variation research is practised, among other centres in
the world, by the Leuven school (which implements large corpora and
advanced quantitative techniques) and by the group of scholars working
around the tools developed by Stefan Th. Gries and Anatol Stefano-
witsch (i.e. collostructional analysis).

Cognitive Sociolinguistics is also bound to look into the differentiated
conceptual links between language and culture, as laid down in the con-
cept of cognitive cultural models, already initiated in cognitive anthropol-
ogy by Holland and Quinn (1987) with various linguistic contributions,
a.0. by Lakoff/Kovecses, Sweetser, and Kay; further, see Palmer (1996).
The present volume contributes to this research by focusing on models
underlying language policies and their impact in expert analysis (i.e.
analyses by linguists) and in folk perception, alike.

Further, the volume also covers the link between language and the
sociopolitical and socio-economic ideologies which permeate the institu-
tional systems that channel and dominate society. In this respect, the
book continues the line of research initiated by Lakoff, who in an in-
terview with Pires de Olivera (2000: 43—44) was asked about the existence
of a Cognitive Sociolinguistics and answered: “There is a cognitive socio-
linguistics in existence, in my Moral Politics, in Steven Winter’s new book
on law and CL, A Clearing in the Forest, in the dissertation by Pamela
Morgan on political speeches, and in the dissertation by Nancy Urban
on business metaphors being used to restructure education.” The latter
two researchers contribute to this volume with new research results.

As Lakoff’s answer confirms, he largely identifies Cognitive Sociolin-
guistics with ideology research, but Cognitive Sociolinguistics comprises
much more than that. This volume brings together various major Cogni-
tive Linguistic inroads into the research areas of Sociolinguistics, and as
such, it will not only give more substance and weight to Lakoff’s claim,
but also widen his view of Cognitive Sociolinguistics considerably.

Now, the broad perspective provided could also easily give the impres-
sion that everything that might possibly be included within the confines
of Cognitive Sociolinguistics would have the same status within that cat-
egory. To explain why this is not exactly the case, let us briefly envisage
Cognitive Sociolinguistics in terms of a prototype category. As in any
other non-classical category, some combinations of features and dimen-
sions are bound to be more central and others more marginal. In this
particular case and in the light of the considerations spelled out above,
it is safe to say that Cognitive Sociolinguistic research can loosely be
characterised as that which a) explores language-internal or cross-linguis-
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tic variation of a social origin in its own right or incorporates it into an
investigation with other aims, b) draws on the theoretical framework
developed in Cognitive Linguistics and c) arrives at its findings by imple-
menting solid empirical methods. The most prototypical contributions
will be those that possess all the features of such a combination. Contri-
butions that to varying degrees fail to meet the latter requirement might
still be considered as pertaining to the category, but it must not go with-
out saying that they will be much more marginal than those which com-
bine all three characteristics.

3. Overview of the various sections and contributions

3.1. Theoretical aspects: Semantic and lectal variation

The first section explores the necessity of a Cognitive Sociolinguistics
from a predominantly theoretical perspective. The social dimensions of
semantics and language-internal conceptualisation, it is argued, cannot
be neglected in a usage-based model of grammar. Prototype theory, for
instance, has been widely accepted and implemented in Cognitive Lin-
guistics, but stereotypicality and normativity have remained as peripheral
and ill-defined notions. In the same vein, a number of issues which have
traditionally been studied from a sociolinguistic perspective, such as
style-shifting and code-shifting, are eminently well-suited for a cogni-
tively oriented type of analysis.

In “Prototypes, stereotypes, and semantic norms”, Dirk Geeraerts en-
gages in a comparison of the notions of prototype (Eleanor Rosch) and
stereotype (Hilary Putnam) with specific reference to the distribution of
meaning within a linguistic community. Geeraerts first argues that proto-
type-theoretical research should abandon the idea of homogeneous lin-
guistic communities. In the second place, it is observed that the rigid
designation and division of linguistic labour associated with Putnam’s
theory are logically independent. Hence, the socio-semantic model pro-
posed by Putnam needs to be expanded. The alternative model proposed
by Geeraerts involves three types of sociosemantic forces: a semantics of
cooperation (underlying prototype-based extensions of meaning as de-
scribed by Renate Bartsch), a semantics of authority (as in Putnam’s
view on the division of linguistic labor), and a semantics of conflict and
competition (as when semantic choices are implicitly questioned or ex-
plicitly debated).
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In “Style-shifting and shifting styles: A socio-cognitive approach to
lectal variation” Gitte Kristiansen combines variationist and interactio-
nist sociolinguistics (relatively stable speaker-related factors vs. dynamic,
situational phenomena) with a series of well-known notions from CL,
such as prototype theory and reference point construction, so as to pro-
vide a socio-cognitive account of style-shifting. The paper analyses the
possible processes and mechanisms by means of which speakers shift
towards codes or styles that are different with respect to their own — or
form part of their habitual repertoire. The paper progresses in two major
steps. Part one centres on the human capacity for accent-based dialect
identification and argues that our awareness of linguistic and social cat-
egories is experientially grounded and that these are systematically re-
lated by means of a metonymic link: LANGUAGE STANDS FOR SOCIAL IDEN-
TITIES. The second part of the paper focuses on a more active type of
competence: LANGUAGE IS A TOOL FOR EXPRESSING SOCIAL IDENTITIES.

3.2. Usage-based variation research

Cognitive Linguistics claims to be fundamentally usage-based, but it is
often heavy on theory and surprisingly light on method. As Geeraerts
(2005) argues, a usage-based linguistics necessarily involves not only a
solid empirical method (because it aims at examining actual, non-elicited
language behaviour), but also an investigation of the social variation that
naturally manisfests itself in actual language use, as attested in e.g. large
textual corpora.

This section comprises a series of articles by scholars who all employ
quantitative corpus analysis in their linguistic research, in accordance
with the usually high empirical standards of sociolinguistics. While the
first paper serves as a theoretical lead-in by spelling out the intricacies of
investigating linguistic variables by means of corpus-based methods and
by comparing different methodological approaches, the rest of the chap-
ters are examples of actual case studies based on the use of large tex-
tual corpora

The chapter by Kris Heylen, José Tummers and Dirk Geeraerts, enti-
tled “Methodological issues in corpus-based Cognitive Linguistics”, con-
tributes to an ongoing discussion about methodological innovation in
Cognitive Linguistics. The authors critically review the methodologically
most advanced quantitative case studies of syntactic variation and ex-
plore the issues that arise when methodological choices have to be made.
The paper compares two schools that both endeavour to develop a meth-
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odology for empirical research in Cognitive Linguistics based on quanti-
tative analysis of corpus data: the collostructional approach as adopted
by Stefan Gries and Anatol Stefanowitsch vs. the methods developed by
the research unit Quantitative Lexicology and Variational Linguistics at
the University of Leuven, of which the authors form part.

In their chapter, “Channel and constructional meaning: A collostruc-
tional case study”, Anatol Stefanowitsch and Stefan Th. Gries respond to
the criticism voiced by Heylen at al. in the previous contribution and
provide the reader with a number of case studies to exemplify the extent
to which variational dimensions such as channel can be incorporated
within a collostructional analysis. On the basis of their findings, they
conclude that (i) constructions may display channel-specific associations
to individual lexical items, (ii) constructions differ with respect to their
channel sensitivity, and (iii) the meaning of a given construction does not
vary across channels.

In the chapter “National variation in the use of er “there”. Regional
and diachronic constraints on cognitive explanations”, Stefan Gronde-
laers, Dirk Speelman and Dirk Geeraerts question the assumption that
there should invariably be a one-to-one relationship between linguistic
variation and underlying conceptual mechanisms. By means of multivari-
ate and regression analyses, the authors show that the different distribu-
tion of ‘er’ (there) in adjunct-initial sentences as manifested in the na-
tional varieties of Dutch cannot be attributed to functional differences —
in both Belgian and Netherlandic Dutch the same human reference point
ability govern the usage of ‘er’ — nor to differences in discursive or syn-
tactic parameters. More plausibly, the authors argue, the cause is related
to the delayed linguistic standardisation of Belgian Dutch.

In the last chapter in this section, entitled “Variation in the choice of
adjectives in the two main national varieties of Dutch”, Dirk Speelman,
Stefan Grondelaers and Dirk Geeraerts exemplify the use of a word fre-
quency list based method for comparing corpora, the stable lexical
marker analysis, by means of a case study on the choice of adjectives
in Netherlandic and Belgian Dutch. The findings reveal robust national
differences across registers, and robust register differences across nations.
The authors conclude that the method of stable lexical markers is a useful
exploratory technique for detecting patterns of variation and for identi-
fying different sources of variation.
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3.3. Cultural models of language and language policy

Since Holland and Quinn’s (1987) seminal publication, only very few
publications have systematically pursued the topic of cognitive cultural
models. This section limits itself to cultural models in language and lan-
guage policies, but as the work represented shows, the heading is still
quite broad. Scholars in this section explore cultural models underlying
attitudes to global languages or towards the use and instruction of for-
eign languages, investigate how cultural conceptualisations often live on
in a newly adopted language, and discuss the cultural adaptations of
various instances of World English.

In their contribution, “Rationalist or Romantic models in globalisa-
tion”, Frank Polzenhagen and René Dirven analyse views on global lan-
guages from a discourse-analytic and metatheoretical perspective. Lean-
ing on Geeraerts (2003), the authors analyse the underlying politico-phil-
osophical positions and conceptions of language in relation to two
central competing cognitive cultural models in Western thinking, namely
the rationalist model and the romantic model. Polzenhagen and Dirven
relate the key arguments made in the debate on global languages to con-
ceptualisations that are characteristic of these two models, in particular
to specific metaphoric and metonymic conceptualisations of language,
and critically discuss the ideologies inherent in the linguistic reflexes of
two models in the current, heated debate on globalisation.

In “A nation is a territory with one culture and one language: The
role of metaphorical folk models in language policy debates”, Raphael
Berthele in turn aims at better understanding of the folk cultural models
that underlie attitudes towards particular languages. Berthele focuses on
two instances of national language ideologies in the Western world: the
debates around the use and instruction of foreign languages in the US
and in Switzerland. While in the US the contentious issue is whether
there is space for more than one official language (namely English), in
Switzerland the currently most controversial issue is the space public
schooling has to attribute to “non-native” languages, such as English,
as opposed to the four national languages. Berthele concludes that the
differences in language policy issues cannot simply be boiled down to
two or more different choices in metaphors for language. Rather, it is the
precise way in which the metaphors are being used which contributes to
the opposing ideologies.

The chapter by Farzad Sharifian, entitled “Cultural models of Home
in Aboriginal children’s English” examines the extent to which cultural



