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forge ahead.
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prepared to give up sorr:1
mentors told you —2s YO

parents and

The linguistic facts of life 1

To disarm the strong and arm the weak would be to change the social order which it
is my job to preserve. Justice is the means by which established injustices are
sanctioned.

Anatole France, Crainguebille ((1901] 1949: iv)

All over the world, right at this moment, very young children are acquiring a first language,
and every one of them is going through the same stages at just about the same ages. A child
in Papua New Guinea and a child in Carson City, Nevada, born on the same day, will mirror
one another as they go through those stages, even if one of them is acquiring Sign Language
and the other a spoken language.' In Nairobi or El Paso, Okinawa or Bruges, the pattern
is the same. It was the same for you, and for me and for those who come after us.

One of the most important linguistic insights of the last century was quite simple: this
species-wide, universal phenomenon could not be coincidental. Noam Chomsky proposed
what now seems obvious:

The fact that all normal children acquire essentially comparable grammars of great
complexity with remarkable rapidity suggests that human beings are somehow
specially designed to do this, with data-handling or “hypothesis-formulating” ability
of unknown character and complexity.

(Chomsky 1959: 62)

In other words, our brains are hard-wired for language; it’s in our DNA. A child has the
innate capacity to acquire language, something like a blueprint in the mind that makes it
possible to recognize and absorb the structural patterns of language. He or she uses the
data available in the environment to build a mother tongue by filling in and adapting those
blueprints. Better understanding of this process came with the identification of one (and
as yet, the only identified) of the genes that contribute to the language faculty. The FOXP2
gene was isolated by means of neuropsychological, neuroimaging and genetic investi-
gations of three generations of one family with severe speech and language disorders
(Gopnik 1990; Vargha-Khadem and Liégeois 2007).2
b So while the primary focus in this study is American English, the language phenomena
ed here are relevant to every language community and every human being.? To
flerstand these bigger issues, you will need to be familiar with some of those basic
smiversal facts about the structure and function of human language. These are things you
ot know, unless you've studied linguistics, in the same way you do not know how your
= causes your hand to turn the page of this book unless you've studied anatomny,
10logy and neurology.
€ of the things you read here may seem at first counter-intuitive or just plain wrong,
fact there are some obstacles to laying out these ideas.
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+ do not form a homogenous club. Like any other group of scholars divided
ubject matter, there are great rivalries, ancient quarrels, picky arguments,
n. Tt could hardly be otherwise in 2 discipline diverse
enough to include topics such as peurological structures and linguistic capacity,
grammaticalized strategies for encoding social information in systems of address, and
oreolization. Thusit should be no surprise that those who study the rules which generate
the ordering of words into sentences (syntacticians and cognitive grammarians, for
example) are often openly disdainful of each other’s approach, on theoretical grounds,
and of the study of the social life of language, more generally. Linguists concerned with
the relationship between structured variation in language and socia

| identity (socio-
linguists, variationists, some anthropological lin

Linguists
by a common §
and plain differences of opinio

guists) chide both syntacticians and

cognitive gramumarians for what they see as unreasonable abstractions and lack of
reproducible results; phoneticians 80 about their business of understanding and theo-
rizing the way humans produce and perceive soiihd = the architects and engineers of
linguistics — and wonder what al the noise is about; historical linguists concern themselves
with the written data of lost language communities and write complex formulas for the

ht have been heard around the early Roman explora-

reconstruction of sounds that mig
rions of central Europe, of in more extreme cases; when people first wandered from Asia

to the North American land mass.
However, there is a great deal that linguists do agree about. For example, the statemnent

All living languages change is one that no academic linguist would deny, unless they were

to ask for a definition of “Jiving” and t0 debate the parameters and implications of that
¢ fun of it. And, of course, not all linguists find the fact that all living
Janguages change t© be equally interesting OF worthy of study. The very subject of this
book — how people think about language; how and why they try to control it, to what ends,
and with what social repercussions — has received comparatively little attention.
Traditionally, linguists draw 2 serict line in the sand. They stand on one side with what
they hope i their own objective, analytic approach to the study of language; o the other
side they see prescriptivists who have a shallow understanding of human language, and
whose primary purpose is to exertan authority that they have not earned (but see Chapter
5 for Lakoff's discussion of rationality as 2 philosophy).
More recently, however, linguists have been putting aside this strict
recognition of the fact that how people think about language — 1o matter how ill-founded
such beliefs might be — is in fact relevant t0 the study of language as 2 social construct.

Dennis Preston has produced a large body of work on the way attitudes toward language

are relevant to the study of variation and change- He sees the juxtaposition as matter 0
focus: is the study oriented toward the participants (speakers), Of is the approach analyst-

term, just for th

division in

centric?
What linguists believe about standards mateers very little; what non-linguists believe
constitutes precisely that cognitive reality which needs to be described in a responsible

sociolinguistics — One which takes speech—community attitudes and perception (as well as

performance) into account (Preston 1993b: 26).

We begin with those linguistic facts of life that will be crucial to the issues raised in the

course of this book:

® All spoken language changes over time-
@ All spoken languages are equal in terms of linguistic potential.
® Grammaticality and communicative effectiveness are

distinct and independent issues: -
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@ Written lan
guage and spoken | .
fundamentally different creamr::;zguage are historically, structurally and fu i
: nctionally

® Variation is i
ion is intrinsi
c to
serves an emblematic p all spoken language at every level, and much
urpose » and much of th o
: at variation

This small collecti i
ol Hngui;zr; ;)ti;lfazts is where most linguists would
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gre}itest i are those wh ncl‘O ;gi most often challenged by n(())ij—liliag?iil:ts li“ggism 4
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ence personal and institutionali nci e e S i
This distinction between indi i S Wy s
ividual and institutionalized effec}i:: (i:l ite purposcfil. and
quite purposeful, and

atis lﬂld out 1in ] /]E‘ H (4 Vdﬂ ﬂf?g.!lﬂ [ Uf IL ]7 7 ACISTI I il] 2””8 lﬂ 1€
i € reason fOI th v yL g 7 ER (
)1

HIH S excel]ent a VEry etaile (J()l{ a f h h

. nd € d 1 rom ner vie t

. i : t these tOp'CS QO 1 wpoint as an anthro
l d [ 1 . C

Critical theori
2 eorists do not d
I‘] o . .
to emphasize its collectivee yl that individual beliefs figure in raci
. &3 & . 5
and trying to decide whetlie? fll_llral dimensions, and to avoid sinacll'bm' But we prefer
they are racists or not. Further: gling out individuals
: more, critical theori
eorists

insist that ordina
ry people who d
and behave i o do not share Whi :
in ways that advance the projects of \;‘iiistupreljnamst beliefs can still talk
) € racism.

(Hill 2008: 7)

All spoken language changes

All lan
guage changes :
over time, 1 i o
the structure of words (morphc,)[ln all linguistic subsystems: sounds (ph
; 5 : ” onetic
and meaning (semantics). Onl gY» lexicon), the way sentences arci:) netics, phonology)
?Pffakers) s by ‘y mopbund, dead languages (lan put together (syntax),
it is for every la S as true in Asia as it is i guaqgnes] i
- nguage in the world n on the North American conti 5
ists base this i : e
assertion : ’
Ehe statement a// living langua Onf_,ObseWatlon’ experimentation, and
e od lving b g e ok romF of Gt ; AN .deduction, 50 that
doubtful. There are 1 yet, some people — some of y. ool oy el
ANy be : ou readi o :
control all aspec y people who are uncomf : ding tes rightmov —
pects of language ortable with the idea that th o
2 at they cannot

For me as a soci
¢ sociolinguis ;
asked in the fi guist, the interesting thi
ch rst place. Why d g thing about this question i ;
ange? Why do they contlistoljo many people feel threatgne;l l)on v h.ow it came to be
the idea with so much emotion? g[the idea of language
? How did the idea of
a

perfect unch ] Vi
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guage become so deeply instilled? Even the most ideal
st idealistic and

- Bosualgic of language obsery
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she speaks and writes is bad, less efficient, less
le will take up

hich it is needed. And still peop
d there have

of the language i faulty, that the English
hange. All those attempts — an

capable of carrying out the functions for W

the battle cry and declare war oD language €
been a lot of them —are doomed to failure, unless they are instituted by means of genocide.?

Sometimes languages die a less sudden death, for example, when the community of
speakers who use them disperse, succumb to plague, of otherwise are forcibly assimilated
into dominant cultures (as in the case of most of the languages indigenous tO the American
continent); languages are born through the processes of pidginization and subsequent

creolization.
Language standardization could be

or at least, 10 fossilize language by means of contro
that idea as a part of an in-depth consideration 0

srandardization seem like such a good idea.
Finally, it is important to keep in mind that what we know about the history of English

is subject to ideological retellings. It has been widely observed that when histories are
written, they focus on the dominant class.® In the context of this study, that idea can be
extended to language: the history of a language 1 written as the history of its language
ideology. You may have heard this idea phrased differently, for example: histories are
written by the winners, O even more concisely: consider the source.

Generally studies of the development of the language OVer tm
focused on the smallest pordon of speakers: those with power and resources ©
the distribution of information. Crystal’s The Stories of English avoids this pitfall by looking
at language In all its variation and stratification (Crystal 1005). So every living language
changes, and every variety of every living language changes. 1t is jmportant to keep this
in mind when considering arguments put forward by prescriptivists b

ased on a faulty and
partial knowledge of the history of English.

mpt to stop language change,
. We'll continue 10 explore
hich make

characterized as an atte
lling variatio
¢ the ideological structures w

e are very narrowly
o control

All spoken languages aré equal in linguistic terms
a full range of ideas and experiences,

qually capable of conveying
et new needs as they arise. This claim by linguists is usually

All spoken languages are e
amples of languages which have been deemed less

and of developing to m¢e
countered by non-linguists with ex

sophisticated.
ut a dull evening at the theater, but «dull” wasn't the
among many others, vacuous,

er gave me,
luggish, lethargic, torpid, lifeless, listless,
uninteresting, bland, insipids

orific, oscitant and blah.
ahili or Norse?
(Kilpatrick 1999)

I was writing the other day abo
word T wanted. Rodale’s Synonym Find
dense, obtuse, thick, slow, indifferent, s
apathetic, drowsy, tedious, tiresome, boring, wearisome,
jejune, vapid, prosaic, Jackluster, anodyne, innOCUOUS, sop
Does anyone want to try that in Choctaw? Or in Spanish, SW

akers did not have the
netic mapping:
so di

scheme of things, English spe
aeronautical engineering; O 8¢
that we needed to discuss such things,

Not so very long ago, in the larger
vocabulary to talk about chemical weapons,
When our technology evolved to the point
our language.

Language is incr
In this flexibility an

or borrow what we donot have.

nsive; we make
dapt when necessity or Wi

edibly flexible and respo
d ability to change and a

i1} arises, all languages
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— all varietie .
s of any given |
\ an
world’s economy the Arawaka guage — are equal. If through an un ;
resource everyone else needed nhspeakers of Peru suddenly were lexpected shift in the
and grammatical strategi , then Arawakan would develo sole possessors of some
It is simply not a us %u?s to deal with their new power orf) tf}llvarlety of new vocabularies
. eful exerci ew
determine which one is the berltmse to compare Swahili to Tagalo Otr ldFS'tag? '
compare manufacturing costs er or more efficient language: theseg o Finnish in order to
is suited to its community of b gas mileage, performance on rou hal'e nqt cars. We cannot
and the demands of the s 515 eakers; each language changes ig terrain. Each language
ea . n
unrelated to one another llja N elrs evolve. This applies not just Faie as that community
the Northwest side of C’hict also to varieties of a single langua 0 glguages which are
Chesapeake Bay, while ve ?igi?f, Boston Southie and the dilnlle%? frange County and
efficient as languages althry ifferent varieties of English in of Smith’s Island in
If efficiency and cl;rity ough they do not enjoy the same demany ways, are all equally
. £ mnc £ . re
it might be argued that Engli ?ln-]mumcan(ln are the ultimate goa‘; _Ofl'espec:t,
nglis i :
a speaker cannot make Clgar Is neither efficient nor clear iIlgter mn language use, then
comments to one speaker » in purely grammatical terms, if o (?f 1ts pronouns, as
Of event fibre st or tr]ilo?a when she says: “I'd like t01; if she is addressing her
indicati 1s the fac uy you di »
indication of th : act that the exch . inner.
o e social relati . change in Fneli )
inviting. She might be a boiglﬁrii?lp between the speaker and tﬁtsh happens without any
to her son on the phone. Sh alking to two secretaries after a lon EzlerSOn or persons she is
her way home fr 2 c mlght be talking to gday,ora mother talki
Othor 1 e from work. g to a man she sees every —— ng
er languages are e bus on
between si not so lax: the Ro "
en singular and plur: mance lan
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speaker will choose amon pace in relationship to the pers requires that speakers
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e Person, In Thailand, you er factors), friendship, or lack of rgljee of respect (based
® routinely end their se s young teenage girls — socially very low i espect felt toward the
B cthe, cxummplo of anlte?:es with the tag I, little rat (Simry OWII(? the scheme of things
; : son 1997
impersonal thi ack or hole in the st p ).
rd person sin ructure of English i
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gander. From the Chicago M. LAGw cope situations where we d igdis s wrelumesanly
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o early translations of the Bible: v old. Consider the
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you their confidant?

Who is in love with her? Who makes
(King fames Bible, Matthew 18:35)

¢ their, but the usage of singular they is very firmly

There are ways 10 avoid using they ©
is considered awkward (Whoever it is,

established. Using both female and male pronouns
[ won’t see bim or ber tonight). Not Joes it work to use the neutral single pronoun: (*Whoever

it is, [won’t see it tonight).” Nevertheless, The Chicago Manual of Style and other authorities

continue to take the stance that singular they i 2 recent and unhappy development.
It is a credit to the power of standard language ideology (SLI) that many people — and
of them — will look at these examples and say, well, yes, nOW that you
ish is rather inefficient in these cases. But let’s consider some facts.

hich does not have an overt strategy for dealing with a grammatical
laim that

1 will have other ways of doing just that. We cannot €
able of making themselves clear on just who itis they are inviting
al varieties of En glish have developed a multitude of strategies
for dealing with the singular/plural distinction. For example, in my OWDl variety of

n Chicago, we say youlyots GUYS, in Belfast and some parts of

American English, acquired i
the U.S. you/youse; in much of the Southern US you/you uns ox y& ’Jl; in parts of Pennsylvania

You/yousns.

An additional strategy emp
choices that might not engender negative socia
«Would you folks/ people/ chaps/ fellows/kids like to . . 27
lly or socially restricted varieties of English. Tdealized
*Sgandard American English (a term we'll look at shortly; see p- 62) is bound, at least theo-

retically, by adherence to an inflexible grammar and thus is unable t© change to address
en, isn’tit reasonable to say thata standardized English

gaps in the language system. So th
regional dialects?

is not as efficient as the social and
This is a tempting argument, but it cannot survive close examination. All spoken

language will cope with ambiguity of all kinds. If socially motivated rules forbid reliance
on certain grammatical strategies or lexical terms, then discourse, intonation and body

language strategies can be called into play:

you may be one
mention it, Engl
First, a language W
or semantic distinctio
English speakers are incap
to dinner. Social and region

loyed by all speakers of English involves range of lexical
| reactions, but which show strategic
maneuvering:

These all come from regiona

¢ like to have a meal with me?”

“Would you [single eye contac
ike to have a meal with me?”

“Would you (multiple eye contact] |
a machine invented to

n the same grour\ds n
ns we will see

that we should think about language as ifit were
serve the purpose of com on, and thus open to criticism O
which we talk about our law ssors. In the next sectio
that these misconceptions have less to do with inherent qualities of language than they do
with a preoccupation with form (as opposed to function), which in turn originates in part
with struggles over authority in the determination of language and social identity-

It is an odd thing
municati
amowers and food proce

Grammaticality does not equal communicative effectiveness

n-linguists both se¢ grammar a
nation of those rules. When linguists t

f language. On th

Linguists and no

they differ on the nature and origi
g about the rule-driven structure O

grammar, they are thinkin

s a set of rules which must be obeyed, DUt
alk about

¢ basis 0F

-
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those rules, indivi
i ) iduals gen
of th generate sentences. Chi
is grammar of their native ]anguag;eiy%gdren lgave acquired a working knowled
age of 4. edge

A linguist would
not call any of the following example sente
nces ungrammatical:

@ / i
° if yguhre going out, I'm coming with
might could stop at th ;
me : e store on the w
° F(());lrl:]owh\hcky be working after scfi:o?y rome
s, he won the lottery! .
® IfTh e
° Her:i il?id thffe of them, you could’ve tooken
o e ve things Joe should have we il for
® Ivoul ot belped i1 Bl o, o tfor
= The 11,11§underestimated them. '
o ?t s just what Maria said to Marco
° ‘Nr;.t EObOdY can beat me no how vandt
ich of the three boy: :
@ The house needs pair(l)tjzesd.was e moublesome?

® He’sthe ki

o e fie ; dnd of guy that’s always borrowing m

s oes not support your conclusi g money.
ut 1t in your POCket' clusion.

The ‘mis LI
takes’ in th
ese sen
themselves with such thingste\ﬁr\fl'(:?st‘;lfou[d be more or less obvious t
: 0
cases, many academics PI'Ob,a b[]t h the possible exception of the last rwp eople who concern
y would argue that the noun datz m 0 I:Xamples. In those
ust be used as :

a plural
2

with a plural verb (Th
e data do not
would b - SUpport your ¢ e ;
e sure to point out that things aJrle p;‘;’z:;;sgoﬂ), plirtlcularly hardline prescriptivist:

a pocket. Sk

For non-li i
n-llng‘{llsts "
, grammaticality is ;
passes the spoken and writt lcahty 1s used in a much broader and fl
ritten I n i
anguages, and extends to matters of Ulcli sense. It encom-
of style and e
ven punc-

tuation. Ho
. However, most im .
B o do with th,e o po;tant differences between the tw
ept of sociall : 0 approach
v motivated gra y ches to gramm
mmaticality ar

Pinker us

. es the exampl

% e O 3 “

ﬂiusqatlonlhave aclapte(]iJ ithf ’ t:? xicab to illustrate the distincti s

physics, but it can flout the la ere: “The Taxicab Maxim: A taxicab ion. As it is a useful
ws of the state of Michigan (or Mass Hl}lllbt obey the laws of

sachusetts, or Lond
on,

etc.)” (Pinker 1994b
Tabl ). To take a closer | e

e 1.1, and the way they are evalu ;ec(’jok at this idea, please consider the sentences i
. Ces In

Thela
st four exam
ples are ¢ .
any of these sentences ¢ Ould“};};ere the linguist and the non-linguist
—and are — heard in casual conve USU_aHy part ways. As
s rsation every da
y on

Table 1
A _grammaticality judgment compari
. et et e r'son

Gfammanc 4 e o
ality accordin, e
g to Is the s
peaker's intent

rIeSs reegf — A - fngur.St Layperson “7 7. ......... ors
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it y'esterdaS ol \I\J‘Io o : ;
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E,__?(,)_“ld give you a call Yzz HO 3{(2: i
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1. A prescriptivist will take issue with the way the
tivist could not claim that the meaning was unclear
hear somebody say 72y sister is taller tham me. The
ct usage is 72y Sister is taller than 1. Formulated

spoken, butas odd or pretentious OF perhaps,

American Streets, they are grammarjca
verbs have been used but even a prescrip
hat it means if we

_ we know exactly w
hardline prescriptivist would say that the corre
this way, the speaker would not be seen as well-
A non-native speaker.
Chomsky’s famous demonstration of the difference between gram
been replaced by bett

formed was first published in 1957, and hasn’t yet
(1) and (2) are equally nonsensical, but any speaker of English will recognize

former is grammatical.

matical and well-
er one. Sentences

that only the

furiously.

1 Colorless green ideas sleep
olorless.

> Furiously sleep ideas green
(Chomsky 1957)

ess” is not grammatical for any speaker of English,
n English-speaking community
just as you never have to remind 2 child about other points

ticality. When 1 the last time you heard
your articles after your

n colorl

«wFuriously sleep ideas gree
¢. No child growing up ina

descriptivist or prescriptivis
would produce this sentence,

of language—internal, rule-governed gramma
somebody say to 2 child something like: «GQusie! Stop putting

nouns!”
The concept of grammatic
so very simple: a person is as

formedness. A set of four sent

methodology 1s
1 sense of well-

m to be vague, because the
ce suits their persona

o how this works:

ality might see
ked if a given senten
ences will help demonstrat

Sam put a red scarf on the dog.
George took the dog.

Linda asked what Sam
*George took the dog

put the red scarf on.
that Linda asked what Sam put a red scarf on.

_[;wt\.)»--t

well-formed, as something you

e grammatical (they sound
most people

tive speakers of English. The third one will make
eled. The last one cannot.

by theoretical syntactician
When theoretical s

The first three sentences at
might say or hear said) for na
stop and think, but it can be unrav
This process 1 used extensively
are not interested in variation or change in language.
across native speakers who disagree on the grammatica
happen quite often), they may note that as “noise,” but otherwise abstract away from it.
Socially constructed grammar is what your parents Of reachers were targeting when
they corrected your language use. If Susie loudly announces “] gotta pee” during religious
services, or if she says “] ain’t got none,” when she is asked about pets, SOME adult nearby
may correct her, as you were possibly corrected (so long as the first language you acquire
was English). Everyone seems to have memories of this kind, perhaps because such.

corrections can be quite harsh.
Linguists often keep notes on overheard conversations that illustrate such points. Tor

example, in 1989, in Borders Books in Ann Arbor, an expensively dressed woman Wﬂﬂ
rushing by, her son = maybe 10 years old - running to keep up with her. Over her shoulds
she said to him: “T hate it when you use such ignorant, slovenly language- We don’t

like that.”

5, a field in which linguists
yntacti cians come

Jity of a given utterance (which will
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1 didn’t hear wh
at the boy had sai
mother’s voice, the dismissi v .Sald to get this kind of rebuk 5 ok
the boy had said “Daiinj;lsswe tone in the way she corrected her sl;ne;tEulz the foy i
Michigan and sn;me Oth;-Y: the houge needs painted.”” This is a COnsfr Wl-th me. Suppose
odd. Tt still strikes i reas in the Midwest, but it usually stri e
: : ’ strike -Michi
- forlgoiil oddf though I lived there for momy thaln ‘ES - MIChlganderS s
T4 by erowit b inr;\:/lg_lol? and socioeconomic status (Murra; o }:.},5' This usage is
him so abruptly? It ichigan used this constructi and Simon 1999).
ptly? It 1, struction, wh
just the oppo:‘;te_ Ssgeﬂ;that she ‘_hdr' tunderstand the message h):e :‘Duld A pErCunEIEeh
violated were not lin iii're.a cting to the social markers her son il;tmn.g gt detoes;
concepts of proper Ei; liqLC ;anamr(;e;l the objections rose out of szi;;;mg' ! he rules
oth _ sh and good language. I i RS y constructed
Soffa{vszsawng’ and neither do you. Stop izllk%ng Ii:: ;JM identify with Michiganders, the
ventions are a tremendous| e ’
e, N ca e dously powerful source in our li :
been preparing for wsell?: 226 morﬁ?ng, ready to go to work. He’lllui):;?s: o
dhis speech, Elis 1 , to an audience of a thousand empl ving a speech he’s
0 CEO. Ifhe doesiiolilisg, ills career. Everything. If he handﬁe?ifi?gf: eh gl }t:lg o
. the doesn’t, his career at this com , he'll be promoted
isa -in-a- Pty = ©
E?(rclsgtl?vljehf;tlme opportunity, and he’s Prﬁpaigcdl If)(‘?:l-lj ps everywhere ~ is over. This
: n he goes to his closet t "
B it s Hs i o get the polished sho . )
Lo :): naéeélnz there. In fact, none of his clothes arei;;eifsgy lmnid shirt and
clothing is a dres;s T s not so much as one of his socks, a =i i
® hich look like the;l;fgii?fclil tﬁe guest room closet along V&:]t}? };‘;l;f: ZfThe c;_f.ﬂy picce of
B it ally fit him. The dress and pumps —and thlclelabt(fxelnghPUmps,
His cell phone is d - e
s dead, something he realizes just as the electricity g N
oes out. No way to

call for help. No nei
. No neighbors withi . .
—s0 he’ll ha & ithin shouting distance. His car is missi
ve to take the bus, too § car is missing — one more disast
. ster

goes he wear the dress?
ur social conventi
ions devel i
- op over time, al i
an stands up in the mi . |
| o plex set of izati
s o n e Idbdle of a restaurant eating linguini with rTuonahlauons‘
e probably feel justified in asking the ¢ sl
- Vo people would consider this a reasonable rusmmer o change her
e owner w loave,
a n'}?use i — betweeen;l upﬂto the woman to ask her to ?eave she turned
e v 2w , she turned into
sibility had for th
‘ not occ
B oo thl.lrr(}eld to you, for the simple reason that it viol
:h“gnolnng e e physical universe. The woman eati hcher h s
. . n .
s e fy ‘fceptable behavior in public; when sh e it
i i A it 5 she turns into
A ysics. Thus it is neces betweer
o . sary to ma istincti ,
v ht}fr- and ngchly constructed gramrr};aticalii{: '? b
. as facts t -
B o oo i?t any l'anguage embedded in a viable speech
.y ly linguistic need, and th ve spea ke el
: e ; at every native speaker prod
,I B e nition gram atical. What I have not claimed and i o
judged in the same way. Take, for exampi fmmt B,
; ple, the senten
ce:

I we dOn’t €
succe el i
L ed, we run the I'lSk Of fﬁllur

tence is
grammatical 1
T 1n eve
med : Iy sense § ;
but there isn’t P of the word, but it makes no sense. It sound
S . unds
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1

not fulfill the purpose

may or may
ider the

nce, while grammatical,
e variety of reasons. Cons

The fact is that each uttera:
for which it was conceived and formulated, for a wid
following hypothetical responses (B1-B5) o a simple question, (A):

A: Can 1 have your phone number?

B1: Il have a beer.
B2: Uh, well, 'm not sure — what is my
B3: What's a phone, and why does it have a number?
B4: When hell freezes over:
Bs: It's 555-3333.

hone number, is—ah— 1 don't —
p

on suffices: Can this utterance
es above is a gram-
5. Butan evaluation
to issues of intent,
evaluate

ammaticality, a very simple questi

be generated by the grammar of the language? Fach of the respons
matical construction for my own varicty of English, and for many other
of content and socia |-formedness of efficiency moves

Iy construed wel
composition, and delivery. In € we could ask a number of questions t©

ach case,
the responses given.

To determine linguistic gr

@ Is the message clear?
@ Ts it easily broken down into its constituents?

® Does one point follow logically from the previous
® Isit couched in concise language and free of excess and overly

® Isit persuasive?
® s the delivery pleasing?

point?
complex construction?

1 have your phone number?”
conciseness, persuasiveness, and delivery,
the communicative intent of both the
ed are multidimensional. It is possible to imagine
the question «Can I have your phone¢ qumber?” depending

on the context in which it is asked, and the relationship of speaker to listener. In one
possible situation (in which one person is trying to establish a romantic of sexual rela-
tionship), the answer «{Jh, well, I'm not sure = what is my phone number, it’s — ah -1
don’t = may not be concise (in the sense of “succinct”), but the underlying message is,
after all, a complex one: 1 bave cvaluated you as é potential romantic and/or sexual partner and
I find that you are not acceptable, but [ have no wish 10 insult you directly or embarrass you, a
in fact I am afraid of the social consequences of doing 5o
Within its social context, the reply is very clear, and it is also concise in that it gets its
message across with fewer lexical items than the alternate proposed. Alternatively, et

hell freezes over is a longer answer than no, but it i also much more descriptive al

:nformative. A simple negation leaves room for interpretation ©

over leaves very little doubt about the speaker’s feelings.
In Furope in the medieval and early modern periods, liberal
the study of grammar, (the trivium), where rhetoric is taken

provided for the question “Can

is of clarity, logic,
information, because

The five possible responses
could be judged on the bas

but not antil we have more

question posed and the answer receiv

many underlying purposes to

logic, and rhetoric
language used effectively and persuasively- This concern with effective language P
Jways, a subjective one.1? If effectiveness in language

although the term remains, as 2
sum of more specific qualifiers (clarity, logic, CONCISEness, persuasiveness, an
then calculation of effectiveness is complicated by the fact that these are subje

ctive rath

£ motive; When bell freezts

arts consisted in part of
to mean

ersists
is th

d delivery"'
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el g;s).n i lether or not these are reasonable dem .
thots, o T Wl i s also debatable. Is language more effecti kg o
e Tk o s spoken 'fast, or slow? When the e e
i apt ;;EO i o, vocabulary used is primarily
Iiiions laink al;sap‘(zrl;ts 1fn th:s' book that the evaluation of lan i
e y of judging not the message, but the s;cf:-limlg'ed‘Effectlveness
Political debate provi i ’ o
M wrwory generzu(;v;grels; .cclially eicamples of highly educated and
use language clearly and con1 Ered Standard American English (*S;)EW?rful e o
i dhp e i cisely, wh}le others seem incapable of e . &’_Ome_()fthem "
e oy itl;i‘;;- attention to a politician’s languagexll;ressmg i s—
B Of—d t.hei{ are not accusing that politicianss% lm')t o
I W ereliction of duty. Such commentary i e
playground, the ones who poli manner of the finger-wagging wa Try }S il it 1y
g l.plr;) ice the social structure and keep peo }l ¥ Chll'dren b
s Vemacula_r’ ot Ci 1§ 3 person speaks, highly regardcdpor Etie o d'lelr e o
th%erson% e CDEI:; 111::_1t1 Ctlalf quality and effectiveness of ang?ii:;?d; e
at can be predicted is the fact th(:t‘liste —
ners will make assumptions about the s
peaker

on the basis of |
anguage mark :
. e ,
those having to do with rs that signal alliance to certain soci
race, ethnicity and economic fact social groups, primarily
ors.

Written lan
guage and spoken language are historicall
Y,

structurally, and i
B ies y functionally fundamentally different

In the histo
ry of mankind, wid :
trailed alon i wyAdsspread lietacy | i
whehind s i cy is a relatively n
v hadesc(})molo}?cal advances in printing andythzzjdevs‘;flopment, one that
) - an
o I Can hatd ings to work out, including the (lueu actre of paper.
would be little or no profit i to print the Bible in ten different dialestlon Cif e
solution was to print the Biblln.the venture, which was, of course S
that that was the best kind of Eln one variety of English, and then t’om)t 3(;ceptab1e_ The
and standardization of the pri nglish. Thus began the movem convince everybody
It seems a matt 4 tf lL printed (and then, written) lan ent toward language norins
: o of o : guage.
| farrowing-down and stqndfrlfi-a.nd convenience from a bus%ness ) i
- to make decisions about s 1]'lZIng process was a long and arduou I CFSPeWCUhVe, but this
‘them, who would i pellings and grammatical stru 2 - FMEEDUE
~ Asit became | lmll;OSB them, and how? ctures? Who was going to teach
. e possible i
a wider basi tmialos by veligy i
B y religious, litera dl
L S, silimadsw ry and legal docu i
the f]rst - —— tﬁl_'ltten language became a commodity :)11;l o 3Vfl111able o
fifie of teaching readi is commodity was in the hands of increasing value.
Kity, and begangg ea III:g and writing. Trained clerk S.:(ijlthom3 who were on the
. 5 fiiike 9. Fid : s and lowl ;
nd sound like. The iob WZ living out of telling people what the)ifrtleaChErS -
e s - 2
tfor institutionalized autl?ot. OH.IY to teach writing, but more im s Should
‘most salient feature whi h‘?il'_lt)" in matters of language. This is t'Iilorl:am’ e
R ch Hisdipwishess : still the case today.
glish from the reality of n abstracted, idealized standard wri 4
v of spoken language is conformi o
ty or the suppression
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ved. Itis a battle continually fought, and

of variation. That suppression is nOt easily achie
never completely won.

For linguists, the sp
we linguists are pretty mu
others, as well — the written language

complexity:

fren, exclusive) interest. In this
ducation — and many
huge dimensions and

ary (and 0
eople involved in ¢

modity of

oken language is of prim
ch alone; for most p
continues as a com

1 extremely important
dely accepted outside

¢ written, literary language is true language

over writing has bee

Although the bias that speech is primary
¢s, it has not been wi

in guiding research efforts within linguisti

of linguistics. In fact, the historical view tha

dominant lay perception to the present time. Our children need to
tion and the prescriptive rules

1, which includes written compos!
_ We expect our gramimars and dictionaries to present the

language; [when they instead ] present both literate and
ey are severely criticize ing the standards of

continues as the
study English at schoo
of writing, not speech .
correct forms of written
colloquial vocabulary th

English.

d for destroyl

(Biber 1988: 5-6)

with factual evidence, but

enough to bolster
o fully grasp and accept.

for non-linguists t
so intertwined that we

The primacy of the spoken language is easy
Je most difficult concept

it is perhaps the sing

In our minds the spoken and written languages are geem sometmes

incapable of distinguishing between them. A Languagel.og post (“Pronouncing it by the
book”)1? provides examples of the kind of extreme emotional investment some people put
in the idea of the superiority of the written language:

in the Midwest, and she

ritish or something just because I'm

ly sounds anusual because everyone
Ise at the table simply

but had been born

She was from Northern California,
acknowledged, “Everyone always assumes I'm B
eful to pronounce words properly. Tron
words are spelled anymore.” Everyone €
At made all the sense in the world.

@PAJL’/
(]
8 2
‘bE

more ¢ar
- simply ignores how

nodded as though th
d to promote the superiority
d spoken languages,
and correct usage
f exclamation

th examples of people who are prou
and at the same time, to conflate written an
«Nothing destroys precision grammar
] excessive use of capital letters, abundance 0
14

The internet abounds wi
of the written language,
adding punctuation to the mix:
like raw, unmitigated anger s

lack of proper punctuation.
too many

ungmmmatical. I dislike exclamation points myself, but
understand a document because of them. Punctuation is irt
sociolinguists do, and has nothing to do with grammaticality. Andy
punctuation and the written word rage on: the misuse of semicolons,
comma, the virus-like greengroccrs’ apostrophe sneaking into possessive noum
the imminent fall of Western civilization.”
Arguments about usage are routinely settl
Chicago Manual of Style, for example) or dictio
highest authority in matters of language. Few people ever stop tO
dictionary has taken — Ot has been given — such absolute authority. For

individuals feel entitled to make pronouncements about language an

s a piece of writing
never once have 1 failed to
clevant to the kind of work
et, arguments about
the insidious serl

s to herald

points, and
exclamation points render

In this weblog writer’s view,

ed by pulling out reference
naries. The dictionary 18 regarded as th
ask how it is that

books (THE

d to base tho*
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assertions on dicti -
ictionaries or
: vagu
on Showtime’s Californicatio a I e, never defined authorities, as in th .
n. Here the irreverent, quick W"itted e case of a character
i » curmudgeonl
v Hank

Moody (played b ’
: } v David Duch 3
Tlesmd s chovny) is rebelli i .
guage: ng against the intrusion of
computers into

People. . . the
- - - they don’t write an
punctuation, no yriore - they blog. Instead i
R bunilsrs;nar. LOL this and LMFAO tha: ayo?lfl:illang_’ Fhey text, no
stupid people pseudo-communicating w't(l)'nw, ltf A
ith a bunch of other

stupid people in a
proto-la .
than the King’s English nguage that resembles more what cavemen used
sed to speak

Hank is a wri
; riter and as su - :
T SChakConmders himself an authority on all
: 0 4 i
he is resentfal becanse hepb l?n. He conflates the two without a matters having to do
command. The offender el1eves others are ruining the lan pause or hesitation, and
s use d i

refers to the King’s English i anguage, as he sees it, without gri’ln ge he (and the King)
in England. This is not i M ?Plte of the fact that there is cu A Note also that he

T B o ?;S ot insignificant, given Moody’s cha rrently no king, but a queen

sertion about | racter.
or factual underpinning, i Anguags; 1o mafter h ing i
pinning, is recei ) 1 how lackin i

Hank’s testy ode to the g::;f received enthusiastically and rf:Pi:en%Pelcrll e T ‘opie

e ) in . ’ - i
within a few months of e,DfEnghSh was cited more th ‘r_Vldely. 10'this Gase,

Prince Charl ;to the episode’s first broadcast an 3,000 times on the internet

es often dem ,
the following example given%Strates the same tendency in public
in 1989 when he was judging a readi Tpesches, s wesee in
ading competitio
n:

If English is s :
poken in Heaven (
more likely each as the spread of English as
y each year) God undoubtedly employs Crgri:ne?az l‘:forld lalfllguage makes
1s speech-writer. The

ange]s Of the leSSEI" ministr Il Y use ]le 13] gllage [8] I e QCW E[[gl S ” )]C
1 1€5 b
. O abl 1
and the AItEIllat"re SeerCe BOOk f()l' lntEK‘nal meim |
0OS.

I'suppose we must be fair i
o e must be £ and point out that the Prin g
im‘eresting. Thgll:l;alz si);)ken in hefn'zen. Neverthe[es;:,ﬂ ;12 ?u[ri[}i B f““tomadcaﬁy
B %h ge a}ltflorlt1es he cites as exemplary all :{assump?ons it
o Church) uo{rinas Cranmer was the Archbisho;Y of C e
._a}uthomy i Simnl.::ir Henry VIII; the Prince of Wal ] e of
;fg]u{]]e, e e Cop ified and translated the Latin praye es;b Offers' it
. England}:?cotn 1?ray.er. Then Henry VIII g-otra ;;011(51 .
. o.nly e Of of Uniformity, which made the Bo ka i b
. il i ik ok of Common Prayer
15. for the spoke
: ‘c'ntical of the d

g that the written d
ocuments whi ;
n ]al'lg‘l.la e R ; which are cited her .
COnftment). Most irnportan)tefn c[ilon;- to English by its speakers 0:18; a;been
re of langua y o the discussion i - : e North
ge perfectd n immediately at h :
s of langua on takes as a de . y at hand is the wa
anguage are on parture point the i hoie. |
S (‘.Vh:ch B be giveneaancll the same. Here we see m(:ntioentd:‘a that the various
tten langua . S P_ anned but extemporane of spoken language,
oclamation bgeﬁ]&nd written language ous speech, or the reading out
y the future ki ’
s, who su e king of England builds
ggested th uilds on a traditi .
4t the godooks disees intereS: : Il;aldltlon which goes back
anguage:




NGUISTIC FACTS OF LIFE

18 THE L
Hermogenes: And where does Homer say anything about names, and what does he Table 1.2 Wri
say? e e KSPOken language traits
Socrates: He often speaks of them — notably and nobly in the places where he distin- Spoken language . . . . Rt
which gods and men give the same things. Does he Is ";;“"f“ CEEESE e
innate human capacity which is acquirea

guishes the different names
not in these passages make 2 remarkable statement about the correctness of

names? For the gods must clearly be supposed to call things by their right and
do you not think so?

b ;
y all human children who are not isolated

from other |

other language users duri =

natural names, acquisition period ring the critical

Draws heavi .

| convey infi;lrlll.x ;;:)rf?ﬁi\;arl:qnguis;ic features to
k ore than &

fane Of YOICe| body Ianguage f qne way:

expression, etc. , facial

(Hamilton and Cairns 1961: 429-430)

¢ which is almost certainly apocryphal,‘f' Miriam “Ma” Ferguson,
¢ the State of Texas, expressed the decisive argument against
for more and better history and geography instruc-
English was good enough for Jesus
Texas” (Handbook

More recently, in an event
the first female governor @
bilingual education (and unwittingly,
tion) by drawing ont the (for her) ultimate authority: “If
Christ,” she declared, “then it’s good enough for the schoolchildren of

of Texas 2009).

Primarily i
carried out fa
ce-to-
i3 D FicrS pEraDNs to-face between

Confusion and ambigui
_ biguity re i
by repair and confirmatign ps;glc\;r:gu?g: o

Happens in a soci
 a social and tempo
;ta)ndkthus brings with it a greaFt) dr:;;:gptext,
ackground information; draws on context
X

to complement meani
N an 1
ot and fill in that which

Tt has been pointed out that “writing and speaking are not just alternative ways of doing
the same things; rather, they are ways of doing different things” (Halliday 1989: xv). That
is, we write things that tax our ability t© remember (genealogies, instruction manuals, legal
thoughts through space and time. We speak everything else.

documents), or t0 project our
But aren’t they the same thing, just as water . water whether it flows, or freezes SO that Is planned or spontaneous
we can walk onit? Tsn’t it just a Mater of presentation? Can’t speech and writing be treated Is ephemeral

Inh i

Eev;re:;:\ly and qnavmdably variable on ev

exzer!na}l)?tlage |Ir)nernally (structure) and o
: social); exploits variati

on information in addition to thattlon e

surface message ofthe

as different manifestations of the same mental phenomenon? Wouldn’t spoken language

be more efficient if we treated it like written language?

Writing systems are 2 strategy developed in response
technological and economic change. The purpose of writing systems is tO convey
textualized information. laundry lists, historical monographs, novels,

We write love letters,
mythologies, lunch signs, biochemistry textbooks. We
frer us, or because We consider the message
one worthy of preserving
n language are considerable: we W
kind. Thus, the argument goes, Written language

wound care manuals, menus, out to
write these things down ing such masses of
selves or those who come 2
T'he demands made on writte
without the aid of paralinguistic features
consistent in every Way, from spelling t© gentence

to demands arising from social,
decon-

because our memories are not capable of stor
information for our
pasta particular point in time-
ant it to span time and
do thatina social vacuum,

space, and we want it to
langu
age subordi
nated to the wri
ritten.

and often without shared context of any
needs to be free of variation: it must be

structure.’’
We might think of the difference between spoken and written language (see Table 1.2)

a5 the difference between walking and machines built for the purpose of transporting
human beings. Unless a child suffers a terrible turn of fate, she will learn to walk without
focused instruction. No one must show her how to put oné foot ahead of the other. She.
will experiment with balance and gait, and learn to move herself physically to pursue food.
shelter, to come in contact with another human being, t0 explore her world. Qverl
time, the human race developed a series of technologies to improve the ability to MO
themselves: they ramed horses, camels, oxen; they built carts, carriages, boats, trains
s, airplanes, skateboards. All of these things are faster than walking, an !
n by which we judge cfficiency of movement, they are superid

x
¥

and

bicycles, car
speed is the primary criterio
to the skill all humans have in common.

But it would not occur to us to setup standards for walking ©

any of these vehicles: it 1s 2 physical impossibility t0 walk 60 miles an hour:

1 the basis of the speed'

We can

) Written fanguage . . .
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Is not univers
; al, and must b i
L : e con
agg;ciyrisdly taught. It is a skill whicﬁc\:\ﬁ;fﬂy and
with differing degrees of succee
ss

Must use i
punctuation, additional lexical items or

constructions .
: whe
sithca n written letters alone do not

as
Is car ed out a solital

ry pU suit th a
audle ce removed time a d Spa‘ge

Confusion a .
nd am i .
resolvable biguity are not immediately

Without con
N text, and thus m
ambiguity; intolerant of ellips(é;e prone to

Is by nature planned

Can be permanent

Variation is acti
discouraged tively suppressed and

walk like we ride. Wh
. 6 Oy then do we not think i :
F peaple will - ; anything of P .
speak like they write, as if this Wfre th:lrllﬁ ‘i:nclzarles telling us that in
nate good, the ideal?

In theil’ Semi 14l W alltll [y y S’ p
: I Ork on 0O i i 1 lan age, jan T OIT (l![]e
; i : : gll g ) €s and Lesle Ml i
p amn n Pal‘t = Why WE are so Wl]l Oee c
)nlg 1ssue “i}nCh 111‘41& €X l b ng to s th Spoken

As writing skills ;
a relativgi, highai—i f;;;icstf_tl,lour educa.tional systems have concen :

language as an il ?tTraC}.f, .w1th little attention paid to tt;ated on inculcating

assumed to be training in tli]a activity. Training in the use of “E f:[_na;;-,u]-e Qf spoken

granted. As a result of this e use of written English . . . Spoke Fg o P usually

s constant emphasis on written !angu];g:nf}? g€ 15 taken for

, there 18 an under-

- standable tende

; ncy for i

B cy for people to bel riting i

, ifficult (and more important) tlllz‘;esgzat Eﬂtlﬂg ST O
ech. .

(Milroy and Milroy 1999: 55)

Preoccupation wi
with the writt
ment. The Nation en language to the exclusi
: al Associati xclusion of th A
es for the curriculum jris]gcmt.lon of Teachers of English foispOken IS Ul Sasy
nglish on a regular basis; of the ’tWBlVZXaI'l"lpIE, lcalublishes
7k points addressed,

iIlCl'l]de mentio
i i n of spoken | N
opic which will be poken language skills, and :
ill be taken up in more detail i;aghi):: 1;1)3 very vague and indirect
r/).
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another significant St€P

n to the written lan
e to the possession of literacy.!® However, the possession of a
that skill to constructa productare cultural resources not equally
d are heavily laden with social currencies. In the U.S., most ;

From the spoke guage is 2 large step; it is
from the written languag
okill and the facility touse

available to all persons, an
people do not consider oral cultures as equal to literate ones. S

with differing degrees of subtlety, that certain kinds ot modes of thought ¢

in oral cultures, and that for this reason literate cultures are superior.
"This type of argament has ¢ k on both methodological and theoretical

ome under attac
grounds. One of the oldest but still most comprehensive examples of such tortured
reasoning 15 Bernstein’s (1966) theory of restricted and elaborated codes.!? Bernstein
attempted (and failed) to establish that children who spoke «elaborated” languages at home
ractically complex) were more capable of logical thought

(he called those languages Syn
and that children who heard only restricted codes in the

and other cognitive advantages,
sadvantage.”

home were ata di
ly true thatina

Tt is demonstrab
Cameron calls what goes on around the written 1

annot develop

d like few others.

cyisa social bran
idation:

literate culture, illitera
anguage a civele of intim

[M]astering 2 complex and Jifficult craft gives you an inbuilt incentive to defend its
w to write according to 2

1f T have invested time and effort learning ho

ome scholars have argued, ‘

g that those prescripdons

practices \
nd pointless

particular
are not Necessa
is to devalue my OWn accomp

set of prescriptions, it will take some convincin
ry and desirable; to admit that the rules are both arbitrary a

Jishment in mastering them.
(Cameron 1995: 14)

Gee goes a step farther when he outlines the complex associations and expectations of

literacy:
[L)iteracy leads to logical, analytic, critical and rational thinking, general and abstract
stioning attitude, 2 distinction between myth and
x and modern

uses of language, 2 skeptical and que
history, the recognition of the importan
governments . . - political democracy an
Alth and productivity, political stability,

literacy myth is, in fa
ke sense of reality, thou

does it necessarily lea

ce of time and space, comple
d greater social equity, economic develop-
urbanization, and contraception (a
ct, one of the master Myths of our
gh it is not necessarily
d to a just, equitable,

ment, we

lower birth rate) . .. The

society; it is foundational to how we ma

an accurate reflection of that reality, not

and humane world.
(Gee 2007a [19961: 36

ge to nOTMS
This process
decide who
f interest in

The literacy myth plays a role in the subordination of the spoken langua

developed for the written language —norms that are in themselves arbitrary-
is part of what Foucault has called the disciplining of discourse, or the way we
has the right to talk, and to be listened to (Foucault 1984), the major topic ©

the later chapters of this book.

Variation is intrinsic 10 all spoken language at every level
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