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Phonetic Symbols


	č	chew

	ç	German ich, Scots nicht, RP* huge

	d	retroflex† d

	ð	this

	g	guy

	j	you

	
[image: image]
	just

	[image: image]	retroflex 1

	[image: image]	retroflex flap, as in some Indian languages and some types of Swedish and Norwegian

	[image: image]	retroflex n

	[image: image]	syllabic nasal

	ŋ	sing

	[image: image]	RP row

	R	French rose

	š	she

	θ	thing

	X	German nach, Scots loch, Spanish bajo

	ž	vision

	?	a glottal stop, e.g. ‘cockney’ better ‘be'er’

	[image: image]	pharyngeal fricative, as in Arabic

	a	French patte, North of England pat, Australian part

	α	RP path, part

	æ	RP pat

	e	Scots ate, French et

	ε	RP bed

	ə	about

	з	RP bird (Note: no [r])

	i	RP eat French il

	1	RP it

	[image: image]	close, central unrounded vowel

	O	French eau, Scots no

	[image: image]	RP law

	θ	a central vowel between Ø and o

	D	RP on

	Ø	French eux, German böse

	u	RP fool, French ou

	[image: image]	RP pull

	[image: image]	a central vowel between [y] and [u], cf. Scots ‘hoose’

	Λ	RP up

	y	French tu, German über

	~	vowel nasalized, e.g. õ

	+	vowel fronted, e.g. [♀]

	.	vowel raised, e.g. [ọ]

	[image: image]	long vowel, e.g. o[image: image]



* For the term RP, see p. 7.

† For the term retroflex, see p. 162.



Brackets [ ] indicate phonetic transcription; oblique dashes / /, phonemic transcription.


1 Sociolinguistics – Language and Society

Everyone knows what is supposed to happen when two English people who have never met before come face to face in a train – they start talking about the weather. In some cases this may simply be because they happen to find the subject interesting. Most people, though, are not particularly interested in analyses of climatic conditions, so there must be other reasons for conversations of this kind. One explanation is that it can often be quite embarrassing to be alone in the company of someone you are not acquainted with and not speak to them. If no conversation takes place the atmosphere can become rather strained. However, by talking to the other person about some neutral topic like the weather, it is possible to strike up a relationship without actually having to say very much. Train conversations of this kind – and they do happen, although not of course as often as the popular myth supposes – are a good example of the sort of important social function that is often fulfilled by language. Language is not simply a means of communicating information – about the weather or any other subject. It is also a very important means of establishing and maintaining relationships with other people. Probably the most important thing about the conversation between our two English people is not the words they are using, but the fact that they are talking at all.

There is also a second explanation. It is quite possible that the first English person, probably subconsciously, would like to get to know certain things about the second – for instance what sort of job they do and what social status they have. Without this kind of information he or she will not be sure exactly how to behave towards them. The first person can, of course, make intelligent guesses about the second from their clothes, and other visual clues, but can hardly – this is true of England though not necessarily of elsewhere – ask direct questions about their social background, at least not at this stage of the relationship. What he or she can do – and any reasoning along these lines is again usually subconscious – is to engage them in conversation. The first person is then likely to find out certain things about the other person quite easily. These things will be learnt not so much from what the other person says as from how it is said, for whenever we speak we cannot avoid giving our listeners clues about our origins and the sort of person we are. Our accent and our speech generally show where we come from, and what sort of background we have. We may even give some indication of certain of our ideas and attitudes, and all of this information can be used by the people we are speaking with to help them formulate an opinion about us.

These two aspects of language behaviour are very important from a social point of view: first, the function of language in establishing social relationships; and, second, the role played by language in conveying information about the speaker. It is clear that both these aspects of linguistic behaviour are reflections of the fact that there is a close inter-relationship between language and society, and both of them will figure prominently in this book.

For the moment, however, we concentrate on the second, ‘clue-bearing’ role of language. The first English person, in seeking clues about the second, is making use of the way in which people from different social and geographical backgrounds use different kinds of language. If the second English person comes from the county of Norfolk, for example, he or she will probably use the kind of language spoken by people from that part of the country. If the second person is also a middle-class businessman, he will use the kind of language associated with men of this type. ‘Kinds of language’ of this sort are often referred to as dialects, the first type in this case being a regional dialect and the second a social dialect. The term dialect is a familiar one and most people will think that they have a good idea of what it means. In fact, though, it is not a particularly easy term to define – and this also goes for the two other commonly used terms which we have already mentioned, language and accent.

Let us confine our attention for the moment to the terms dialect and language. Neither represents a particularly clear-cut or watertight concept. As far as dialect is concerned, for example, it is possible, in England, to speak of ‘the Norfolk dialect' or ‘the Suffolk dialect’. On the other hand, one can also talk of more than one ‘Norfolk dialect’ – ‘East Norfolk’ or ‘South Norfolk’, for instance. Nor is the distinction between ‘Norfolk dialect’ and ‘Suffolk dialect’ so straightforward as one might think. If you travel from Norfolk into Suffolk, the county immediately to the south, investigating conservative rural dialects as you go, you will find, at least at some points, that the linguistic characteristics of these dialects change gradually from place to place. There is no clear linguistic break between Norfolk and Suffolk dialects. It is not possible to state in linguistic terms where people stop speaking Norfolk dialect and start speaking Suffolk dialect. There is, that is, a geographical dialect continuum. If we choose to place the dividing line between the two at the county boundary, then we are basing our decision on social (in this case local-government-political) rather than on linguistic facts.

The same sort of problem arises with the term language. For example, Dutch and German are known to be two distinct languages. However, at some places along the Netherlands–Germany frontier the dialects spoken on either side of the border are extremely similar. If we choose to say that people on one side of the border speak German and those on the other Dutch, our choice is again based on social and political rather than linguistic factors. This point is further emphasized by the fact that the ability of speakers from either side of the border to understand each other will often be considerably greater than that of German speakers from this area to understand speakers of other German dialects from distant parts of Austria or Switzerland. Now, in attempting to decide which language someone is speaking, we could say that if two speakers cannot understand one another, then they are speaking different languages. Similarly, if they can understand each other, we could say that they are speaking dialects of the same language. Clearly, however, this would lead to some rather strange results in the case of Dutch and German, and indeed in many other cases.

The criterion of ‘mutual intelligibility’, and other purely linguistic criteria, are, therefore, of less importance in the use of the terms language and dialect than are political and cultural factors, of which the two most important are autonomy (independence) and heteronomy (dependence). We can say that Dutch and German are autonomous, since both are independent, standardized varieties of language with, as it were, a life of their own. On the other hand, the nonstandard dialects of Germany, Austria and German-speaking Switzerland are all heteronomous with respect to standard German, in spite of the fact that they may be very unlike each other and that some of them may be very like Dutch dialects. This is because speakers of these German dialects look to German as their standard language, read and write in German, and listen to German on radio and television. Speakers of dialects on the Dutch side of the border, in the same way, will read newspapers and write letters in Dutch, and any standardizing changes that occur in their dialects will take place in the direction of Standard Dutch, not Standard German.

A more extreme case which illustrates the sociopolitical nature of these two terms can be taken from Scandinavia. Norwegian, Swedish and Danish are all autonomous, standard languages, corresponding to three distinct nation states. Educated speakers of all three, however, can communicate freely with each other. But in spite of this mutual intelligibility, it would not make sense to say that Norwegian, Swedish and Danish are really the same language. This would constitute a direct contradiction of the political and cultural facts.

This discussion of the difficulty of using purely linguistic criteria to divide up varieties of language into distinct languages or dialects, which we will discuss again later in the book, is our first encounter with a problem very common in the study of language and society – the problem of discreteness and continuity, of whether the division of linguistic and social phenomena into separate entities has any basis in reality, or is merely a convenient fiction. It is as well to point out that this is a problem since terms like ‘Cockney’, ‘Brooklynese’, ‘Yorkshire accent’, ‘Australian English’ are frequently used as if they were self-evident, self-contained discrete varieties with well-defined, obvious characteristics. It is often convenient to talk as if this were the case, but it should always be borne in mind that the true picture may very well be considerably more complex than this. We can talk, for example, about ‘Canadian English’ and ‘American English’ as if they were two clearly distinct entities, but it is in fact very difficult to find any single linguistic feature which is common to all varieties of Canadian English and not present in any variety of American English.

If at this point we return to purely linguistic facts, a further distinction now needs to be made. The term dialect refers, strictly speaking, to differences between kinds of language which are differences of vocabulary and grammar as well as pronunciation. The term accent, on the other hand, refers solely to differences of pronunciation, and it is often important to distinguish clearly between the two. This is particularly true, in the context of English, in the case of the dialect known as Standard English. In many important respects this dialect is different from other English dialects, and some people may find it surprising to see it referred to as a dialect at all. However, in so far as it differs grammatically and lexically from other varieties of English, it is legitimate to consider it a dialect: the term dialect can be used to apply to all varieties, not just to nonstandard varieties. (Note that we shall be employing variety as a neutral term to apply to any ‘kind of language’ we wish to talk about without being specific.)

Standard English is that variety of English which is usually used in print, and which is normally taught in schools and to non-native speakers learning the language. It is also the variety which is normally spoken by educated people and used in news broadcasts and other similar situations. The difference between standard and nonstandard, it should be noted, has nothing in principle to do with differences between formal and colloquial language, or with concepts such as ‘bad language’. Standard English has colloquial as well as formal variants, and Standard English speakers swear as much as others. (It is worth pointing this out because many people appear to believe that if someone uses slang expressions or informal turns of phrase this means that they are not speaking Standard English.) Historically speaking, the standard variety of the language developed out of the English dialects used in and around London as these were modified through the centuries by speakers at the court, by scholars from the universities and other writers, and, later on, by the so-called Public Schools (see further below). As time passed, the English used in the upper classes of society in the capital city came to diverge quite markedly from that used by other social groups and came to be regarded as the model for all those who wished to speak and write ‘well’. When printing became widespread, it was the form of English most widely used in books, and, although it has undergone many changes, it has always retained its character as the form of the English language with the highest profile.

Within Standard English there are a number of regional differences which tend to attract attention. Standard Scottish English is by no means exactly the same as Standard English English, for example, and Standard American English is in some ways even more different. The differences include large numbers of well-known vocabulary items, such as British lift, American elevator, and some grammatical details:




British: I have got.


American: I have gotten.


English: It needs washing.


Scottish: It needs washed.


There are also a number of other variations associated with smaller regions such as, say, parts of the North and Midlands of England as opposed to the South:


North: You need your hair cutting.

South: You need your hair cut.


Generally speaking, however, Standard English has a widely accepted and codified grammar. There is a general consensus among educated people, and in particular among those who hold powerful and influential positions, as to what is Standard English and what is not – Standard English is, as it were, imposed from above over the range of regional dialects – the dialect continuum – and for this reason can be called a superposed variety of language.

This general consensus, however, does not apply to pronunciation. There is no universally acknowledged standard accent for English, and it is, at least in theory, possible to speak Standard English with any regional or social accent. (In practice there are some accents, generally very localized accents associated with groups who have had relatively little education, which do not frequently occur together with Standard English, but there is no necessary connection between Standard English and any particular accent or accents.) There is also one accent which only occurs together with Standard English. This is the British English accent, or more properly the English English accent, which is known to linguists as RP (‘received pronunciation’). This is the accent which developed largely in the residential, fee-paying English ‘Public Schools’ favoured by the aristocracy and the upper-middle-classes, at least for their sons, and which was until quite recently required of all BBC announcers. It is known colloquially under various names such as ‘Oxford English’ and ‘BBC English’, and is still the accent taught to non-native speakers learning British pronunciation.

RP is unusual in that the relatively very small numbers of speakers who use it do not identify themselves as coming from any particular geographical region. RP is largely confined to England, although it also has prestige in the rest of the British Isles (and, to a decreasing extent, in Australia, New Zealand and South Africa). As far as England is concerned, though, RP is a non-localized accent. It is, however, not necessary to speak RP to speak Standard English. Standard English can be spoken with any regional accent, and in the vast majority of cases normally is.

Because language as a social phenomenon is closely tied up with the social structure and value systems of society, different dialects and accents are evaluated in different ways. Standard English, for example, has much more status and prestige than any other English dialect. It is a dialect that is highly valued by many people, and certain economic, social and political benefits tend to accrue to those who speak and write it. The RP accent also has very high prestige, as do certain American accents. In fact the ‘conventional wisdom’ of most English-speaking communities goes further than this. So statusful are Standard English and the prestige accents that they are widely considered to be ‘correct’, ‘beautiful’, ‘nice’, ‘pure’ and so on. Other nonstandard, non-prestige varieties are often held to be ‘wrong’, ‘ugly’, ‘corrupt’ or ‘lazy’. Standard English, moreover, is frequently considered to be the English language, which inevitably leads to the view that other varieties of English are some kind of deviation from a norm, the deviation being due to laziness, ignorance or lack of intelligence. In this way millions of people who have English as their mother-tongue are persuaded that they ‘can't speak English’.

The fact is, however, that Standard English is only one variety among many, although a peculiarly important one. Linguistically speaking, it cannot legitimately be considered better than other varieties. The scientific study of language has convinced scholars that all languages, and correspondingly all dialects, are equally ‘good’ as linguistic systems. All varieties of a language are structured, complex, rule-governed systems which are wholly adequate for the needs of their speakers. It follows that value judgements concerning the correctness and purity of linguistic varieties are social rather than linguistic. There is nothing at all inherent in nonstandard varieties which makes them inferior. Any apparent inferiority is due only to their association with speakers from under-privileged, low-status groups. In other words, attitudes towards nonstandard dialects are attitudes which reflect the social structure of society. In the same way, societal values may also be reflected in judgements concerning linguistic varieties. For example, it is quite common in heavily urbanized Britain for rural accents, such as those of Devonshire, Northumberland or the Scottish Highlands, to be considered pleasant, charming, quaint or amusing. Urban accents, on the other hand, such as those of Birmingham, Newcastle or London, are often thought to be ugly, careless or unpleasant. This type of attitude towards rural speech is not so widespread in the United States, and this difference may well reflect the different way in which rural life is evaluated in the two countries.

The following example illustrates the extent to which judge-ments concerning the correctness and purity of linguistic varieties and features are social rather than linguistic. All accents of English have an /r/ sound in words such as rat and rich and most have an /r/ in carry, sorry. On the other hand, there are a number of accents which have no /r/ in words like cart and car. These words formerly had an /r/ sound, as the spelling shows, but in these accents /r/ has been lost except where it occurs before a vowel. The /r/ in other contexts – at the end of a word (car) or before a consonant (cart) can be referred to as ‘non-prevocalic /r/’. Accents which lack non-prevocalic /r/ include a number in the United States and West Indies, many in England, most in Wales and New Zealand, and all in Australia and South Africa. In these accents pairs of words like ma and mar are pronounced in exactly the same way. Now, if we compare the accents of England and America with respect to this feature, one striking fact emerges. In England, other things being equal, accents without non-prevocalic /r/ have more status and are considered more ‘correct’ than accents with. RP, the prestige accent, does not have this /r/, and non-prevocalic /r/ is often used on radio, television and in the theatre to indicate that a character is rural, uneducated or both – one frequently hears it employed for comic effect in radio comedy series. On the other hand, although the situation in the United States is more complex, there are parts of the country where the exact reverse is true. In New York City, other things being equal, accents with non-prevocalic /r/ have more prestige and are considered more ‘correct’ than those without. The pronunciation of words like car and cart without an /r/ is socially stigmatized, and generally speaking, the higher up the social scale a speaker is, the more non-prevocalic /r/ they are likely to use. In English towns where both types of pronunciation can be heard, such as Bristol and Reading, this pattern is completely reversed. In other words, value judgements about language are, from a linguistic point of view, completely arbitrary. There is nothing inherent in non-prevocalic /r/ that is good or bad, right or wrong, sophisticated or uncultured. Judgements of this kind are social judgements based on the social connotations that a particular feature has in the area in question.

The fact that this is so, however, does not mean that linguists do not acknowledge that society evaluates different linguistic varieties in different ways. Linguistic descriptions note the appropriateness (rather than the ‘correctness’) of varieties for different contexts, and foreign-language teaching programmes are usually developed to teach the learner the standard variety of a language. At the same time, many linguists believe that the kind of attitude discussed above can in some cases be harmful. For example, it might have undesirable sociopsychological and pedagogical consequences if teachers involved in teaching Standard English to speakers of nonstandard varieties appear hostile towards their pupils' speech (see Chapter 10).

Linguists also pay attention to subjective attitudes towards language for other reasons. They are important, for example, to the study of linguistic change, and can often help to explain why a dialect changes when and how it does. An investigation into the speech of New York City by the pioneering sociolinguist William Labov showed that since the Second World War non-prevocalic /r/ has been very much on the increase in the city in the speech of the upper middle class. The impetus for this change may have come from the influx into the city during the war of many speakers from areas where non-prevocalic /r/ was a standard or prestige feature, but the change is more clearly due to a related shift in subjective attitudes towards pronunciations of this type on the part of all New York City speakers. During the course of the investigation tests were carried out on the informants' subjective attitudes in order to see if they reacted to non-prevocalic /r/ as a prestige feature. Those whose response indicated that for them /r/ was a prestige marker were labelled ‘r-positive’. Table 1 shows the percentage of upper-middle-class speakers in three age-groups who were ‘r-positive’ together with the average percentage of non-prevocalic /r/ used in normal speech by the same three groups. It can be seen that for speakers aged under forty there has been a sharp increase in the favourable evaluation of non-prevocalic /r/. There has, correspondingly, been an even sharper increase in the use of this /r/ amongst younger speakers. Other evidence suggests that the change in subjective attitudes has been the cause rather than the effect of the change. The change in subjective attitudes, that is, has led to a change in speech patterns, although it is in fact only the upper middle class which has made a significant change in its speech.





Table 1. Attitudes towards and use of non-prevocalic /r/: upper middle class in New York City


		% r-positive	% /r/
	age	informants	used
	8–19	100	48
	20–39	100	34
	40+	62	9



Subjective attitudes towards linguistic forms do not always have this kind of effect. The above example illustrates that if a certain pronunciation comes to be regarded as a prestige feature in a particular community, then it will tend to be exaggerated. This kind of process can also take place in the opposite direction. On Martha's Vineyard, formerly a relatively isolated island off the coast of New England in the north-eastern United States, fairly dramatic social changes have taken place as a result of the increasing number of holiday-makers who come to the island in the summer months. These social changes have had linguistic consequences. Investigations, again by Labov, have shown that the vowel sound of words such as house, mouth, loud has two different types of pronunciation on the island. (This also applies to the pronunciation of words like ride and right.) One is a low-prestige, old-fashioned pronunciation typical of the island, approximately [həus], with the first element of the diphthong resembling the vowel in shirt or the first vowel in about [əbəut]. The second pronunciation is more recent on the island, and resembles more closely the vowel found in R P and some mainland American prestige accents: [haus], [əbaut]. Strangely enough, work carried out during the 1960s showed that the ‘old-fashioned’ form appeared to be on the increase. The [əu] pronunciation was becoming exaggerated, and was occurring more frequently in the speech of more people. It emerged that this linguistic change was due to the subjective attitudes speakers on the island had towards this linguistic form. Natives of the island had come to resent the mass invasion of outsiders and the change and economic exploitation that go with it. So those people who most closely identified with the island way of life began to exaggerate the typical island pronunciation, in order to signal their separate social and cultural identity, and to underline their belief in the old values. This meant that the ‘old-fashioned’ pronunciation had in fact become most prevalent amongst certain sections of the younger community. The tendency was most marked amongst young people who had left to work on the mainland and had come back – having rejected the mainland way of life. It was least marked amongst those who had ambitions to settle on the mainland. This process was to a certain extent a conscious one in that speakers were aware of the fact that the island accent is different, but the awareness did not extend to recognition of the significance of the diphthong itself. Unconsciously, however, speakers were aware of the social significance of this pronunciation, and their attitudes towards it were favourable because of their social attitudes. In other words, linguistic change does not always take place in the direction of the prestige norm. On the contrary, all sorts of other attitudes towards language have to be taken into consideration. Language can be a very important factor in group identification, group solidarity and the signalling of difference, and when a group is under attack from outside, signals of difference may become more important and are therefore exaggerated.

In the following chapters we shall examine some of the complex inter-relationships between language and society, of which subjective attitudes are just one facet. These inter-relationships take many forms. In most cases we shall be dealing with the co-variation of linguistic and social phenomena. In some cases, however, it makes more sense to consider that the relationship is in one direction only – the influence of society on language, or vice versa. We can begin with an example of this one-way relationship which supposedly involves the effect of language on society. There is a view, developed in various forms by different linguists, which is most frequently referred to as the ‘Sapir-Whorf hypothesis’, after the two American anthropologists and linguists, Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf, with whose names it is most often associated. The hypothesis is approximately that speakers' native languages set up series of categories which act as a kind of grid through which they perceive the world, and which constrain the way in which they categorize and conceptualize different phenomena. A language can affect a society by influencing or even controlling the world-view of its speakers. Most languages of European origin are very similar in this respect, presumably because of their common genetic relationship and, more importantly, the long cultural contact between them and the societies in which they are spoken; the world-views of their speakers and their societies are perhaps for that reason not at all dissimilar. If, therefore, linguistic differences can produce cognitive differences, we shall have to demonstrate this by a comparison of sets of very different culturally separated languages.

European languages, for example, make use of tenses. Their usage is by no means identical, but it is usually not too difficult to translate, say, an English form into its equivalent in French or German. Some languages from other parts of the world, on the other hand, do not have tenses, at least not as we know them. They may, however, distinguish in their verb forms between different kinds of activity which European speakers would have to indicate in a much more roundabout way. Verb forms, for instance, maybe differentiated according to whether the speaker is reporting a situation or expecting it, and according to an event's duration, intensity, or other characteristics. It would not be too surprising, therefore, if the world-view of a people whose language does not ‘have tenses’ were rather different from our own: their concept of time, and perhaps even of cause and effect, might be somewhat different.

A more detailed example will clarify this situation. Consider the following verb forms from the American Indian language Hopi:

	cami	camimita
	‘it is slashed inwards,	‘it is fringed’
	from side to side’	
	hani	haririta
	‘it is bent in a rounded angle’	‘it lies in a meandering line’
	paci	pacicita
	‘it is notched’	‘it is serrated’
	roya	royayata
	‘it makes a turn	‘it is rotating’


It is interesting, first of all, to speakers of European languages to see that, for example, ‘it is bent' is a verb in Hopi and not an adjective. The most interesting thing, however, is the way in which Hopi makes an overt grammatical connection, by means of a regular linguistic process (‘repeat the final syllable and add ta’), between meanings that we can see are connected, if we think about it, but which we would not normally see as being linked. A fringe is indeed a series of slashes; serration does indeed consist of a number of notches; a meander does of course consist of a sequence of bends. The thing is that, because the Hopi language makes available a linguistic way of making these connections, we can assume that Hopi speakers will be more aware of these connections than speakers of languages which do not.

The point of this example is to illustrate that in some cases differences of language may lead to differences in perception of the world. It suggests that the Hopi habitually perceive meaning-relationships of this type in a slightly different way from English speakers, who have some problems in appreciating the grammatical connections made in Hopi. However, it is entirely possible for us to understand the connections. Moreover, translation between Hopi and English is also a perfectly feasible exercise. This indicates that any strong form of the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis – say, that thought is actually constrained by language – cannot be accepted. The example may well be taken to indicate, however, that habitual thought is to a certain extent conditioned by language. English speakers are not normally aware of the semantic connections illustrated above – but constraints of this type can be overcome quite easily if necessary.

The Sapir–Whorf hypothesis is concerned with the possibility that human beings' views of their environment may be conditioned
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