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Although not all communication is linguistic, language is by far the most powerful 
and versatile medium of communication; all known human groups possess language. 
Unlike other sign systems, the verbal system can, through the minute refinement of 
its grammatical and semantic structure, be made to refer to a wide variety of objects 
and concepts. At the same time, verbal interiction is a social process in which 
utterances are selected in accordance with socially recognized norms and expecta- 
tions. It follows that linguistic phenomena are analyzable both within the context of 
language itself and within the broader context of social behavior. In the formal 
analysis of language the object of attention is a particular body of linguistic data 
abstracted from the settings in which it occurs and studied primarily from the point 
of view of its referential function. In analyzing linguistic phenomena within a 
socially defined universe, however, the study is of language usage as it reflects 
more general behavior norms. This universe is the speech community: any human 
aggregate characterized by regular and frequent interaction by means of a shared 
body of verbal signs and set off from similar aggregates by significant differences in 
language usage. 

Most groups of any permanence, be they small bands bounded by face-to-face 
contact, modern nations divisible into smaller subregions, or even occupational 
associations or neighborhood gangs, may be treated as speech communities, pro- 
vided they show linguistic peculiarities that warrant special study. The verbal 
behavior of such groups always constitutes a system. It must be based on finite 
sets of grammatical rules that underlie the production of well-formed sentences, or 
else messages will not be intelligible. The description of such rules is a precondition 
for the study of all types of linguistic phenomena. But it is only the starting point in 
the sociolinguistic analysis of language behavior. 

Grammatical rules define the bounds of the linguistically acceptable. For example, 
they enable us to identify "How do you do?" "How are you?" and "Hi" as proper 
American English sentences and to reject others like "How do you?" and "How you 



and may even indicate whether he wishes to appear friendly or distant, familiar 

Special parlances, classical languages 

holars dealt with the languages of occupationally specialized minority 

language for interaction with outsiders. 

tend to be confined to structurally marginal features of phonology, syntax, 
lexicon. Elsewhere they may include both standard literary languages, and gram 
tically divergent local dialects. In many multilingual societies the choice of 

alternates in linguistically homogeneous societies. In such cases, two or more gr 
mars may be required to cover the entire scope of linguistically acceptable exp 
sions that serve to convey social meanings. 

Regardless of the linguistic differences among them, the speech varieties emplo 
within a speech community form a system because they are related to a shared se 
social norms. Hence, they can be classified according to their usage, their orig 
and the relationship between speech and social action that they reflect. They beco 
indices of social patterns of interaction in the speech community. 

Historical Orientation in Early Studies unrelated to popular speech, and the elaborate ritual and etiquette that 
their use can be learned only through many years of special training. 

Systematic linguistic field work began in the middle of the nineteenth century. P n is available only through private tutors and is limited to a privileged 
to 1940 the best-known studies were concerned with dialects, special parlan command the necessary social status or financial resources. As a result, 
national languages, and linguistic acculturation and diffusion. e of these languages in the traditional societies where they are used is 

to relatively small elites, who tend to maintain control of their linguistic 

Dialectology somewhat the same way that craft guilds strive for exclusive control of their 

Among the first students of speech communities were the dialectologists, w e standard literary languages of modern nation-states, on the other hand, tend 
charted the distribution of colloquial speech forms in societies dominated by representative of majority speech. As a rble they originated in rising urban 
man, French, English, Polish, and other major standard literary tongues. Map rs, as a result of the free interaction of speakers of a variety of local dialects, 
relevant features of pronunciation, grammar, and lexicon in the form of isoglos identified with new urban elites, and in time replaced older administrative 
they traced in detail the range and spread of historically documented chang es. Codification of spelling and grammar by means of dictionaries and 
language habits. Isoglosses were grouped into bundles of two or more and nation of this information through public school systems are characteristic 
mapped; from the geographical shape of such isogloss bundles, it was ~ossibl  dard-language societies. Use of mass media and the prestige of their speakers 
distinguish the focal ayeas, centers from which innovations radiate into the carry idioms far from their sources; such idioms eventually replace many pre- 
rounding regions; relic zones, districts where forms previously known only from g local dialects and special parlances. 



ifferent centers of innovation with an intensity proportionate to the prestige 
Linguistic acculturation, language shift r human carriers. 

us, while geneticists regarded modern language distribution as the result of the 
Wherever two or more speech communities maintain prolonged contact wit entation of older entities into newer and smaller subgroups, diffusionists 
broad field of communication, there are crosscurrents of diffusion. The result the speech community as a dynamic field of action where phonetic change, 
formation of a Spmchbu?zd, comprising a group of varieties which coexist in s ng, language mixture, and language shift all occur because of social forces, 
space as dialects, distinct neighboring languages, or special parlances. Persiste ere genetic origin is secondary to these forces. In recent years linguists have 
borrowing over long periods creates within such groups similarities to see the two theories as complementary. The assumption of uniformity 
linguistic structure, which tend to obscure pre-existing genetic distinctions; a g protolanguages is regarded as an abstraction necessary to explain existing 
monly cited example is the south Asian subcontinent, where speakers of Indo- arities of sound change and is considered extremely useful for the elucidation of 
Dravidian, and Munda languages all show significant overlap in their linguis term prehistoric relationships, especially since conflicting short-term diffusion 
habits. nts tend to cancel each other. Speech-community studies, on the other hand, 

It appears that single nouns, verbs, and adjectives are most readily diffused, o ar better adapted to the explanation of relatively recent changes. 
in response to a variety of technological innovations and cultural or religious tren 
Pronunciation and word order are also frequently affected. The level of phonolo 
cal and grammatical pattern (i.e., the structural core of a language), however, Language Behavior and Social Communication 
more resistant to change, and loanwords tend to be adapted to the patterns of t ift of emphasis from historical to synchronic problems during the last three 
recipient language. But linguistic barriers to diffusion are never absolute, and s has brought about some fundamental changes in our theories of language, 
situations of extensive bilingualism - two or more languages being regularly used g in the creation of a body of entirely new analytical techniques. Viewed in 
the course of the daily routine - even the grammatical cores may be affected. t of these fresh insights, the earlier speech-community studies are subject to 

Cross-cultural influence reaches a maximum in the cases of pidgins and creol criticism on grounds of both linguistic and sociological methodology. For 
idioms combining elements of several distinct languages. These hybrids typica ime, therefore, linguists oriented toward formal analysis showed very little 
arise in colonial societies or in large trading centers where laborers torn out of th t. More recent structural studies, however, show that this criticism does not 
native language environments are forced to work in close cooperation with spea the basic concept of the speech community f as a field of action where the 
of different tongues. Cross-cultural influence may also give rise to language shift ution of linguistic variants is a reflection of social facts. The relationship 
abandonment of one native tongue in favor of another. This phenomenon een such variants when they are classified in terms of usage rather than of 
frequently occurs when two groups merge, as in tribal absorption, or when min purely linguistic characteristics can be examined along two dimensions: the 
groups talte on the culture of the surrounding majority. ctnl and the superposed. 

Although the bulk of the research on speech communities that was conduct alectal relationships are those in which differences set off the vernaculars of 
prior to 1940 is historically oriented, students of speech communities differ groups (for example, the language of home and family) from those of other 
edly from their colleagues who concentrate upon textual analysis. The latter t within the same, broader culture. Since this classification refers to usage 
treat languages as independent wholes that branch off from uniform protolangu to inherent linguistic traits, relationships between minority languages 
in accordance with regular sound laws. The former, on the other hand, r y speech (e.g., between Welsh and English in Britain or French and 
themselves primarily as students of behavior, interested in linguistic pheno in Canada) and between distinct languages found in zones of intensive 
for their broader sociohistorical significance. By relating dialect boundaries to tribal contact (e.g., in modern Africa) can also be considered dialectal, because 
tlement history, to political and administrative boundaries, and to culture areas show characteristics similar to the relationship existing between dialects of the 
by charting the itineraries of loanwords in relation to technical innovation 
cultural movements, they established the primacy of social factors in lang ereas dialect variation relates to distinctions in geographical origin and social 
change, disproving earlier theories of environmental or biological determinism. und, superposed variation refers to distinctions between different types of 

The study of language usage in social communities, furthermore, revealed little s carried on within the same group. The special parlances described above 
the uniformity ordinarily ascribed to protolanguages and their descendants; ma m a linguistic extreme, but similar distinctions in usage are found in all speech 
exceptions to the regularity of sound laws were found wherever speakers of ge munities. The language of formal speechmalting, religious ritual, or technical 
cally related languages were in regular contact. This led students of speech com ssion, for example, is never the same as that employed in informal talk among 
ities to challenge the "family-tree theory," associated with the neogrammaria ds, because each is a style fulfilling particular communicative needs. To some 
nineteenth-century Europe, who were concerned primarily with the genetic re t the linguistic markers of such activities are directly related to their different 
struction of language history. Instead, they favored a theory of diffusion w ical requirements. Scientific discussion, for instance, requires precisely defined 
postulates the spread of linguistic change in intersecting "waves" that eman s and strict limitation on their usage. But in other cases, as in greetings, forms of 



of social appropriateness. It is the function of such languages to 
contact between groups without constituting their respective social cohes- 
nd, as a result, communication in these languages tends to be severely 
to specific topics or types of interaction. They do not, as a rule, serve as 

Descriptions of dialectal and superposed variation relate primarily to s rse local groups and social classes, whose members may continue to speak 
vernaculars within the family circle. The literary idiom serves for reading 
blic interaction and embodies the cultural tradition of a nation or a sector 
dividuals choose to employ it as a symbol of their allegiance to a broader 

narrowly confined his sphere of activities, the more homogeneous the social 
onment within which he interacts, and the less his need for verbal facility. 

uch demands often represent political and socioeconomic threats to the 
the common assertion which identifies bilingualism with poor scores in inte 
testing is in urgent need of re-examination, based, as it is, primarily on wo 
underprivileged groups. Recent work, in fact, indicates that the failure of some s 
contained groups to inculcate facility in verbal manipulation is a major factor 
failures in their children's performances in public school systems. 

Attitudes to language choice 
nces and political instability. Although demands for language reform are 

isms, whose linguistic characteristics are the result of informal group consensus their writing systems, in their lexicons, and in minor aspects of syntax. 

ic fact. In other cases serious linguistic differences may be disregarded when 
rity speakers pay language loyalty to a standard markedly different from their 
vernacular. In many parts of Alsace-Lorraine, for example, speakers of German 
cts seem to disregard linguistic fact and pay language loyalty to French rather 

about language distribution in such areas. 
Because of the elaborate linguistic etiquette and stylistic conventions that 

round them, classical, liturgical, and administrative languages function so 
like secret languages. Mastery of the conventions may be more important in Varietal distribution 

social success than substantive knowledge of the information dispensed 

-class urban populations. Tribal areas typically constitute a patchwork of 
ct languages, while local speech distribution in many modern nations takes 



geographical distance. Variety at the local level is bridged by the considera 
broader spread of superposed varieties, serving as media of supralocal comm 
tion. The Latin of medieval Europe and the Arabic of the Near East form ext 
examples of supralocal spread. Uniformity at the superposed level in their . In highly stratified societies speakers of minority languages or dialects 

nels. Standard languages tend to be somewhat more restricted in geog 
spread than classical languages, because of their relationship to local dia 
contrast to a society in which classical languages are used as superposed var orms that set limits to freedom of intercommunication. Compartmentaliza- 
however, a standard-language society possesses better developed channels of i 
communication, partly because of its greater linguistic homogeneity and 
because of the internal language loyalty that it evokes. 

In fact, wherever standard languages are well-established they act as th d, for example, that separate languages maintain themselves most readily in 

status. When social change causes the breakdown of traditional social 

boundaries in such cases are defined partly by social and partly by linguistic cr barriers between varieties also break down. Rapidly changing societies 
show either gradual transition between speech styles or, if the community is 

a range of intermediate varieties bridging the transitions between 
Verbal repertoires 

between constituent varieties, that is, the total amount of purely linguistic 
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tions arising in one part of the speech community to diffuse throughout it. 
where the flow of communication is dominated by a single all-important cente 
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