Handout Seven – Language and Society


Variationist Tradition
· Some initial questions:
· Is ling variation structured, in a way similar to social structure? 

· If so, does ling. variation reflect social structure?
· Positive answers flew in the face of “free variation”

· Idea that there is variation, but there is no order to it

· Assumes that variation isn’t meaningful

· Turns out variation IS meaningful!

· How did sociolinguists go out and do there research?

· Picked variables, collected data, started measuring…

· But what’s a variable?

· Abstraction: Structural unit with more than one realization / variant

· Some examples:

· (r)lessness: two variants -  r ~ 0
· (ING) -in ~ -iŋ 

· Different types of variables

· Conscious vs Unconscious

· Marker vs Indicator

· Marker: shows contextual variation

· Indicator: does not

· Whether variable is one or the other depends a lot on level of language organization
· Phonological: (r)

· Morphological: 3rd person singular absence (“She talk”)
· Lexical: Couch vs Davenport vs Sofa

· Syntactic:  Question formation (“Where Julie house is?”)

· Discourse:  Different strategies for turn-taking in conversation

· Which are more likely to be conscious? Unconscious?



· Correlate variables
· Independent social variables (age, ethnicity, gender)
· Dependent linguistic variables

· Correlating them shows how lang variation is structured

· Also, contextual variation

· Language varies according to different speech situations/conditions
· Less formal to most formal, e.g.

· Turns out: Contextual and Social variation are related

· Examples

· Labov’s NYC department store study

· How did this work?



· Labov’s LES study

· How did this work?



· Meaning of variables

· Prestige: Two kinds

· Overt vs Covert prestige

· Other kinds of meaning

· Meaning associated with place

· Or with social groups, group membership

· Variation and Language Change

· Real time vs Apparent time

Stable variation
· Example: (ING)


· Getting and Quantifying data
· Rapid and anonymous survey (Dept store study)

· Sociolinguistic interview
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Figure 5.1 New York (r). Percentage of (r): [r] in first (I) and second (II)
utterances of fourth (white) and floor (hatched) by assistants in three
department stores (based on Labov 1972a: 52)
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