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AN

: : RELEVANCE TO EDUCATIONAL PRACTICE 3

N t4
v ,
»
- -

There are differtff theories of the causes of and the ;ature of

lingu%stic variation,” Lavandera's paper deals with the nature

‘of linguistic variatic
aspects of language——phgn logy, morpholoéy,-synt;;, etc.~~vary
according to sociél.énd situational contexts. Educators need

té realize that linguiétic vatiation is unfversal and should be
expected in the speech of students. An awareness of tHe social

and ethnic backgrounds of students contributes to a better under-
-

standing of the nature of linguistic variation in their speech.

v

especially the ways in which the various

“w




I S ~ J
' WHERE DOES THE SOCIOLINGUISTIC VARIABLE STOP? -
) . hd - . e L ]
— < " Beatriz R. Lavandera -
- . . * A - . }

Y(?In l97§, Labov-dbscribed what he called the fundamental sociolinguistic
question as 1he‘one "posed by the need to understand why anyone says-anything"

(l9 1 207). Clearly, the aim he is establishing A sociollngulstlc theory ~

.of utterances is~very dlfferent from that of spec1fying the form of a grammar

]

i A " that generates_ all and only the well formed abstract sentences of a language.

>

For the soc1olln°u1st1c question thus characterlzed descriptive adequacy,

-

although necessary, is not suf£1c1ent Tne "agy question is not only 4 re-

quxrement of explanation, but it can also be*Read as 'what for." What does
; . > . N
s f
-anyone say anything for? I think we can safely say that this question places

. . s N . ‘e e . : s .
soclolinguistic analysik% in a functional framework. If sociolinguistics looks
» ~ Qv{ ! *
for answers to the ”why" of sayi someéﬁing, it is seeking functional explan-

'atlons. The dlscusslonﬁthat—follows can be meaningful only to those Who recogvm, l

s nize this need. ) & ) )
L‘ 1 . "It is from thi's perspectlve that I will evaluate the study of ?ariatlon
A -7 conducted thus® far. I hope to .show that’ while the analysis of variation in . J
-; + . phonology by deflnlng phonological variables can be accepted as contributing &}

N . °
- a better understanding‘of the kinds of information that differences in form may
. -~ 0 . -y .
be* conveying, the parallel extension of the notion of variable to non-phonolog-

’

S A 1cal varlatlon ‘may in many cases be unreveallng (1)

i
-

N N .
I want‘to &tress from the outset that I am not suggestlng quantitive data

) should not be’ handled beypno the level of phonology, rather, ~will be assign- ,

. Y o ¢ )
~ .ing g, different status to spch‘ﬁata because they in turn need further inter-
': 3
,pretation they do not in themselves constitute a defanitive analysis. Equally
- o, " . *
important, I consider that the researcn carr1ed out so far on syntactic varia-

\ R . N X L . <
+
\\\\ ’ - tion has. been extremely valuable, among other reasons bécause it makes possible
’ : ‘ » »° - . P ) ) ¢ ) N e
- - " . Lo A * - .
° . . N % .
3‘- . . [ .6" .
' .' ~ ¢ (« ! . * 4 D /
. L n:‘,’ " ‘- » \
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the kihd of study I am here carrying out, the‘examination of.the diffefent

nature of phonological versus non-phpnological variation.
. K

_In 1972 Gillian Sankoff presented a’paper'called ""above and Beyond Phono-

’v

in ‘which she jposited that "the extension of probabilis-

logy in Variable Rules

tic *considerations from phonology to syntax is not a coneeptually difficult

- -

. jump. Whenever there dre options open to a speéger,.we can infer from his-or
her behavior an underlying set of probabilitiesﬁ (58).-Ehe accompanied her .., .

A . .
¢ suggestion with three ekampleslof non-phonological- variation. One is the place

ment of the future market in New Guinea Tok Pisin, a study which she carried ° }3{
. . . . v . > 11.0'
out with Laberge. They found that the future marker bai is variably placed A
4 . Yy o~ ';
before or after the subject NP, but fdiled to find either generatiorfal dif- L- “

-ferences or differences among individual speakers. They reported instead thht . \
. t > R .‘v 3 '
there are a series of syntactic constraints, some of them categdrical.and otherssﬁ@(if .
‘ t - - N B
. . T . . . ®

variable. They make a clear distinction between the effect of al% pronouns . B ~O
that follow bai as qudseg to that of the third person pfSééﬁn and nonpronomiaél L .
NPs that generally preeede it. The dividiné line suggests a semantic differ—\
. < . * . .
- ence, but the autﬁors do mot attempt to interpret the syntactic constraints they
were able to uncover in semantic terms. Hdhener, they acknowledgeﬁa stxlistic
‘ factdr: some anp;ications of the béi}movement’rule take pléte/tq %indicate parti- ; '

cular emphasis on the pronoun subject to)the exclusiiz.of other people'" (48).
LY ‘ ~ ) . - .
The second example Gillian Sankoff provided in ter paper has been studied B

— . »

. .repeatedly by mqmbers.of,tne Montreal group of ®ociolinguists: the deletion.of .

»

,the‘comblementizer que in Montreal French. Again in this case there arg no

s001al or sty11stic constraints reported, but the ‘author provislonally Canludes N
. that '"the presence or absence of que is d1fferently allowab¥e for differeﬂt . N

grammatical construct!%ns" (54) (by which she means comme que yersus guand que,

.

- . .

rourquoi gue, ce que, etc.). She adds that this difference in allowaBillty \\\\\-> '
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way, when Higher and lower scores of a variable are directly correlated with
¢ . L]

-usage of a form in a situational context or in a-social group. Let me insist on]il .

, .
- . .
. * , »
. N ..
-
.

"takes place in a way Fﬁat is clearly importaht %o an understanding of the °

grammar.gf French" (54). Another difference'she reports has to do with the °

alléwabilityubf est—::>7\vith quand and comme,'she suggests that it "might stem

S

.

from the fact that coémme can never be used 1n a direct question, whereas, guand

L

(54) At this stage, all that matters is to call attention to the fact

that the first two examplés of Gillian Sankoff's 1972 p r involve syntactic
. ) I~ - * ¢
constraints; no social or stylistic "significance is reported.

s ,
~ ’
A -

Let me point out that when higher and lower 'scores of’a variable are

d1 rectly correlated with higher and lower positions on a socioeconomic seale,

.
- »

:+ those scores are inéerp;eted as carriers of social significance. In the same

rd

.

"higher and lower positions on a scale of formality of the context, those higher

. .
-

and lower scores are the carriers of stylistic significance. On the other hand,

no study which reports different scores for different age group$ has interpreted

- [

- ~ . 3 ‘r 3 . ‘ 3
these scoags as ‘carrying any kind of "generational significance" or "genera-
tional meaning."” Instead, generational differences are interpreted, correctly
as far as 1 anm congerneq' as indicators of usage change. Sankoff's<third exam-

€

ple is of thié last type.” It is taken froms.a longer and very rich study by
* ! v - ] &

L 4

~Laberge (1977). Giliian Sankoff singles out the variation found in the use of

A

Hontreal French indefinite on. "'Contrary to the que example, this example shows .

a dramatic and rapid usage charge".(58) and a variable rule can be written with
. ?

.

increasing jnput probagﬂlities for ydungéy¥ speakers.
But if this is -thé case, I want to establish a distinction between a dif-

ference in frequencies which in itself is the qarriér of meaning, be it social
. ° - . i
or stylistic, amd a.difference in frequency which is not a device that communi-

'

cates some information, but simply the manifestation of more or less frequent

this difference now. If we t?ke a stereotype instead of a sociolinguistic marker,

o~




let us say the_ form 'qﬁped out"'as opposed to "the standard form "exhausted " we
< .
have in each of 1t§\occurrences that the form “wiped out" has the stylistic sig~

nificance of "infoﬂra%'speech." At the same time, we have a correlation of higher
\ ’ .

scores of the form "wiped out" in 1nformal)contexts and 1o‘Er scores of the same

_form in formal contexts: It is not the*ca’se, ever, that differences in scores
? s -

alone are signfficant, rather, the forms them elves contain features which carry'

’

«differences in.meaning. The differences in frequencies between the}different

’

-
cgntexts are mainly derive#~from the fact that an informal variant is more appto-

I

priate for informal contexts than for fornal contexts. I will want to distinguish

.
¢

however, between frequencx relatlonshlps which.are devices of the language to

convey non-referentlal information, and frequency relationships which are the

« .
consequence of the compatibility between the referential; social; or stylistic

~

meanings of some forms and the different conteut%;fﬁ’hhich they may occur.

.

To sum'up,.the three examples'presenfed by Gillian Sankoff to support her

4 L

call for .the study of .syntactic variation were not cases in which the variation -
. ) . ,

seemEdttb—bg the carrier of social apd stylistic meanings. -The constraints re-~

ported were either syntactic or, as in the third example, °represented evidence ,

“~for an ongoirg change in usage Within the community.
» L sy ' 2,
In order to state what I think we are,losimg in extending the concept of
. ‘ y
variable -t "whenever the speaker has an option," .let me first outline what I

?

think’ has been achieved by introducing the notion of "11ngu1st1c variable" to

the analysis of- phonolog1cal variation.K\E think the gains in terms of the -

understanding of 1angpage; in terms of a critéri£n of explanatory adequacy were

‘o

at least twofold.\ In the search for an answer to the question "why anybody

says anything" Labev presented ebidence in 1966 for two important facts of

<

language. ?crm and lamguage function. 1In showihg that differences in Form wiIch

had 7 "so far been analyzed ag{unmotivated or free, that is, referentially

~
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. - - 4 .
.meaningless, were in fact carriers of some signifiCance, social and stylistic,

he provided specific evidence'for the hypotheéis that most if not all differ-

ences in form convey some idformation\\ He.was able to deal with what was

thoﬂght'to be clear evidence that some differences in New York pronunciation

) A Y
had no distinctiveness.‘ Furthermore, he provided the means to continue reex-

1
)

amining mor?;ff the so—called evidence of free variation. It could now be

shown for more cases of differences in fq;m that they correlated with differ—‘

~— -
' ences.in meaning, once the notion® of meaning was'extended to include social
- » N

and stylistic significance. Although social and stylistic meanings had of
course.been recorded throughout the his{oryiof linguistics, that’fec;gnition'
had not principled linguistic analyses~vhich were always done on the bdsis of ’
referential meaning, leaving all other meanings in ‘a snbsidiary, derived and _
fluctuating status. This promotiom of styllstic and soc1al.informafion to an

-

equal level with referential information was what Hymes recogniéed in Labov's
.:'., —~

" work and what he developed in his- theory of a gramﬁatical and stylistic

component (Hymes 1974: 149). . . .

¥

, -Another siénificant revision of the accepted theory of language was the
. s % ] .
recognition of the existence of another kind of fornal carrier of significance,

’

that is,.the frequency tdlationship. As I sald above, it is higher or lower

scores of a variable which are correlated with higher or lower values of a

»

socioeconomic index and/or highgr or lower positons’ along a scale of‘formality

.
.

N,

.

.

in the context, not the'presence or absence of a vgriable. As a matter of fact, .

- . ~

- . P ’ . . .
for cases of inherent variation it is reported that there are no speakers who
o e, )

N -
.

never use a variant nor are’'there any‘who always use it. Also, a .strict
co-d?turrence has to be distinguished from the defin1ng property of a variable
which is covariation. 'In Weinreich, Labov, and Herzog (1968) we'read: .

*'Quantitative evidence for covariation between the variable in_question and

. ’ ! -5
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- some othen linguistic or extralinguistlc element prOV1des‘a necessary condition ’r

. .
. 2

for admitting such a shyuctural unit. .- Covariatlon may be opposed t6 str1ct

.

. . co~occurrence, ‘or co~occurrence may be conceived as the limiting case of vari-

- v -

atibn" (169) .- It is not therefore which form is chosen in any particular ocdur~

M .
.

(
rence -but the frequency with which one form is chosen-over another alternative.

P

) ' . f L b , TR - .
) form whichJ when correla:ed_!ighfsfggfotharvlinguistic~or extralinguistic .-
S : ‘ ] .

element, takes on significance.' e . :

. ~ -

+ . . N . A
Ihp study of variation thus began mainly as the study of social “and sty- A

11st1c variation. According to Labov, ' soc1al and stylistic variation pre- ,
. .. s . ’ . . . . ’ '
suppose the option of saying 'the same thing' in differen;-ways: that is, the

. =

’ - - . -
variants are 1dent1cal in reference or truth value, but opposed in their spial

-andJor styllstlc signif1cance“'{l972° 271). It f; already clear why phonologi-

-

cal yariables were be;’ir candidates for the first stud1es of linguistic u

' _ variation_than other ﬁiigs of options in the language. Laughing and laughin',

[ 4 g

..° * or gaxd and gD d can more convincingly be shown to be \used to say referentially

~ [
.

the same thing than any pair of postuléted Synonymous syntactic constructions
13 Y *

N such as The, liquor'store was broken into vs. They;broke into the liquor store.

-

L ]

Such a syntactic difference, as we- can see in'Labov and Weiner's 11977) study

- -

of this-as a var1able requires quite an ingenious dismissal of. possible differ-

1
'

) "+ ences inlfggping,~ Also, as I will try to show later, it forces a fragmentation

s
. . .

of granmatical facts which strikes me as counterintuitive. In anymca&ga’since

o

~
a

social and stylistic variation ls to be sought for variants which are ident1cal
in referential value, phonological variables seemed the safest ground to'start
N : ) ,

from. “What I will be questioning is whgther,that ground of clearlsemantic

v \ [2Y *

N equivalence can be abandoned to carry out the Same kind of study of variation

.

for syntactic or morphological units which have to be proven to mean "the same ,"
. - -

. o : P

: to be treated as evidence of variability and furtermore, whether semantic | |

J : 6 |
\ : . . 11

4

&
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v H
equivalence must in fact be a requirement at ali.
N 7 . ) : s

of the -difficulty lies:

-

Notice where the source
. A

units beyond phonology, let us éa# a.morpheme, or

ﬂ§gifning.
o s

like phohémeé} empty of referential information: .gn in French
X ° . ¥ PR

has a referential .weanirm each of its occurreneiem‘which we can describé or

4 a lexical itﬁm, or a syntactic construction each have by definition

4

They are not,

label differently according to Vgr»analysis, for instance, exclusive indeter—

>

but since it is recognized as a grammatical form of the.lan—

o

guage, it has one (or more) meanlng(s)

qminate referent"

In the same way, when Sankoff and

’

. Thibault (197]) deny any referentlal distlnction dn qontreal French between

’

\

v

1

étre ahd avoir, for,somé of the contexté ,in which both forms occur as auxil—
\ 7 ’

\ iaries,

. .

\e
meaning, they attempt only to»show that the referential meaning of both forms

- .

\
in those context 1s the same. To put - it dggltrently, they show that Ain some
’ ? )-
of avoir instead of etre is not promoted by the need to

, ‘

contexts “the ¢ch
[

\ N

ana
o

by the lex1ca111tem of the %a}n verb: Sq for

3 4

HoWever, it‘has—been agreed’that the Teferential meani
. i b : -
« the variants of a non—phonol

~meaning.

cal lingu1stic variabJe must'necessarily be‘

the same (Labov and Weiner 1977, Sankoff and Thibault 1927 Laberge 19773.

4

they are not saxdng that_ﬁither étre or @vbir fail to carry- referentlal

— . . N .
mean one’thing in teaé\of another, rather 1€\is -affected: by the .speaker' S% e

o

.
b

ok

-
.

-

¢

‘. . \(-' . . . ‘_ ‘D.
. eLc ). . <. / . : . . . i
¥ . . . B
A N ) . /-' _Q‘ o LT . ‘e
: Thus we.sée that the first diﬁference whi h\pap be pointed out between | ®
pHonolongal and non—phonologica] varlablee is thd‘..ionological variabies ,hr\
which can be shown to havé dgocial and'stylistic meaning, need not have reﬁ; ¢ )
“erential- meaning, whidle non- phonological variablee are‘defined so tha¢
~ ~ ) 7 . o . /"> ; . -y
- . . . . A x .‘ A
o' 4 ) y .\,‘ - . ) '
. . - ” I '\‘ ’& N vo\
4 A )
- o ,. ‘ . "’ . » .
¢ . [ K A i 2 Fa— h/
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[

even when they do carry’ social or)stylistic'significance,nélthough they.haven

- . \ a . s

>

referenﬂial méaning,°ghis referential ﬁEEhing is the. same for all its variants

treated as evidence for a single variible.

«

.I‘will read a paragraph from Labov's 1966 study of iﬁé LEnglish of the New ‘

Yérk City Lower Fast Side in Wthh he justifies his selection of variables for

Y study:-. "The most useful 1tems are those, whlch are high in frequency, have a

]

. . . \
certain immunLty from conscious suppressidn, are integral units of larger
. . N

r-3 . . .
structures, and 'may be-easily quantified on a linear scale'(49). Labow con-

¢ R
d -
¥ . N .

clydes:” "By all these "criteria, phonoI%gical’variables appear to be the most

. I agree, but I would add that they also appear to be the most

\

" useful” (49)

€

useful because the'definition of phodological variébie does not require the
/‘

extremely d1ff1cult and often not ;otalfz convin01ng task of showing that all

° variants of the variable have the samq\iiferential meaning.. I will discuss
. -l ~

- la;er@the possi¥ility (considered and distarded by Labov in his,study of

.

get/be in the passf%é) that the variable ﬁay be defined, even if its variants

do not say the same thing. . 1

¢
. . P N

For those of us who, with a great deaf of enthﬁsiasm, undertook the task
of extending the study of variation beyond phonology, the main difficulty
L3 ¥ l{..@'h . " - . ) . 2
seemed to be the elicitation of a-sufficiently high Aumber of forms in cases ; .

. ’ . .
vhere the vari?bles under examinationiwere relativély rare forms‘:of the
. - . ‘ N -\/ - "
language. It really seemed as though- the challenge lay in the elicitation

g process. Howevér, it turned out that ‘that was not the major difficulty.

what

N - N ) .
is much more difficult is to define thj/)blevant environments for the variable.

By way of
analysis

of the pa

Whil

?s tration, I will discuss in some detail Sankoff and Thibault's
the étre—-avoir vaiiable (1977), and Labov and Weiner's analysis

ssive varigple (1977). .

e Labov had previously directed his main effort in his studies of .

<, M . 4.




.

’ .0 . *
phonological variables to demonstrating that differences in form so far

regarded as meaniﬁgless‘were in fact the cartiers of social and stylistic

- -
» v

. A @ ,
~ meaning, one of histlatest papers‘'on variation, co-zuthored with Judy Weiner,

s -

seems ,to be aimed at proving the opposite, that some different forms are used

3

P to say the same thing, that is, that forms referentially identical carry neither

[

3 stylistic nor social meaning, noy/are they semantically-motivated, the cjoice

v - .
~being constrail®d almost entirely by syntactic factors.

v

. . A
First of all, it must be made clear that Qhe interest of this kind of

- ¢ .
study, which I'would never deny for the general theory of language, is very
different frem the interest the earlier studies of social and stylistic vari-
ation had for a "realistically social linguistips" (Hymes 1974; 193-209). - In

his early study of }Martha's Vineyard when listimg what he calls "the most useful

. ~

properties of a limguistic variable to serve as the focus for the study of
the speech community, "Labov gives as the, third property that '"the distri-

bution of the feature-should be highly stratified: that is, our prelimiﬁary

.

{ , . e '
explorations should suggest an asymmetric distribution over a wide range of

age levels or other ordered strata of the society" (1972: 8).
. ; o
In the study of the passive variable, after the first steps of the analysis,

, \A ! - , : -
it appears that for these effects '"none dndicate that extornal factors have any
) " . " = .

sizeable influence on the, choic€ of active vs. passive in agentless sentences.

. ®

Whatever the passive is, it does, not appear to be a prominent sociolinguistic

N .

’ N o
variable" (1977: 12). The purpose of studying this linguistic alternation is .

therefore not that of studying a Spéech comaunity.

I find it necessary and illuminating to carry out these kinds of studies
! '

-

where a linguistic option appears to be socially hpconditioned and semantically
A 3
Y P . - \ +
unmotivated, but I also think that they show the limit.of the applicability of

)

the notion of linguistic variable. I realize'thgt Labov and Weiner admit that

. N

* -

9

+ I
[ 4




and they qualify it as "a well-established variable in E glish" (1977: 11).

)

I just want to point out at this moment that the terms "sociolinguistic

variable" and "linguistic variable" are used interchangeably in stndies of 4 .
‘ . Z

variation, the third useful property I have cited from Labov's Martha's Vine-

-« a N N -

yard study“was assigned to what he there called "the‘linéuistic variable." -

It is naz then that we are in the presence of ‘a mew concept, the linguistic
3 . 1) >

variable &hich carries no meaning,‘which therefore does not signify by means

of relative frequencies, and which is different from the saciolinguistic "
v v

variable. The concept of "linguistic" or "sociolinguistic" Yariable is the

same one. .

Now, the notion of the variable was originally introduced+~to account

for those cases of variation which could be shown to carry social\gnd

.

stylistic sighificance, and furthermome, where social and stylistic sighif-
',

-

icance was manifested by consistent differences in frequencies which covaried

with other linguistic and extralinguistic factors. The single characteristic

. . ) /

‘which is Rfeserved in this non~sociolinguistic variable is that the freguegcies

covary with other elenents, in this case with forms of the surface structure. .
'

s

‘'The variation is safa to be meaningless, in all three dimensions of meaning,

/
v

and consequen;;y} the frequency with which one form occurs as opposed to

’

another d/és not convey any information. If the problem is interesting, and
I thiﬁﬁ’it is- fgr the general theory .of language and for the description of

English, it responds to concerns very\different from thost of the phonologlc&&

-

studies of variation. Furthermore, although the term‘"variable" is now Being

. B
. \ .

used to refer to any form of Qgtion, it was originally p;SEosed for a cértain

!
)

definable kind of linguistic element. ; ) .

' 10 -
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Labov and Weiner's study of the passive variable is also a very useful

example to discuss what is entailed methodoléﬂically in the isolation of.a
non-phonological variable. First' of all, the authors explicitly state the

criteribn of "saying thé same thing" or of having the same truth.valuq: _They-

ialso make 1t‘eXp1idit that if this were not the case, this would be "an unlikely °
i . I 4 :

.

. . ' . .‘
at eliminating all the cae§ in which the. two alternant fo4%s contrast, i. e. .
. - " +— :

do not say the same thing.‘ . !

- AN - <
Th 7 strategy of settip% aside morg and morecontexts wheri;:oth alternants
. ) N P ) )

occur but do not say exactly the same thing is for examﬁle repor

and Thibault's analysis of the French auxiliaries étre and avoir (1977). First

of all they have to set aside,the cases where an adjective can be substi- i

tuted for the participle, étré is in that case not 2n auxiliary but a copula,
w i

o

and avoir is unacceptable. Within the auxiliary'set itself, avoir and étre’
.- R -~ \

do introduce an aspectual distinction, étre occurring in [~completed] actions
to the exclusiyn of avoir, which would chhange the meaning to [+completed].
%inally, etre and avoir vary only in the context of aux + pple for [+completed]

-

actions. ,Within this laboriously defined context, they attempt to show that '

étré and avoir have the same meaning. Notice that'tEe context thus isolated

i 1 . . ‘: . . . .
in terms of this variation has no independent motivation for separate consider-
. } r
ation. It becomesrevident that for étre and avoir, wh'ich are clearly distinct’
‘ . . )
- . £ 11 N . "

16—

d "in Sankoff _—
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forms with different meanings in the _grammar of French, there is one -«context

in which they seem'ﬂbt to introduce any difference in meaning and where they

»
td

vary according to socigl’and lexical constraints4 That every language has
- < B -
. Pl

neutralized constructions“Lin a réfgrential Sense] is, Jof course, a very old

[N

. - . +
. .observation. IP?Esitate, however, to analyze these cases as "variables" -

s ~
-~ - ,

unless. two conditions hold A(i)_they can: bk proven to be the,carriers of some

\nonreferential inform\bign to have se

.o .
as 1is the case for étre and avoir but not fo

L 3

e\ passive variable; and (2)

@

\ they prove to he a kind of device of‘the language similar to the'phonological
-~ variables, that is, elements whose’defining property is a quantifiablelvar!—
ation and fer which the frequency relationshi;s are the very signals of those.
significances. S y “> »
| . There isganother kind of fragmentation which is performed in this kind
of stud;. Although the variants are defined as "alternative ways of saying

*

the samé thing from a truth-definitional point of view" (Labov an 'Weiner

N

1977: 6), not ‘all the alternative ways of saying the same thing are grouped
< ¢ within the same variable. Labov and Weiner offer a justiflcation for one of

these caseg,of exclusion Qf an alternant in the discussion of the passive

variable. Clauses tontaining verbs with sentential objects are excluded

. because the alternant of,‘for instance, They say that times are hard with

, L n . ' '
generalized they would-be That times are hard is said, which is obligatorily .

Ny :
transformed into It is said that times are hard. Labov and Weiner say: ."We'

£

found that in aggordance with our intuitions ... extraposition‘nas categorical,
) X

" and extraposed sentences like ‘It is said that times are hard imvolve changes q&\\

.

e

* . surface structure that ave incompatiHle with the constraints to be considered"
} .

- " (. Although this may be a valid justification from the point of view of the

A" . .
method of;analysis employed, it is also true that They say that times are hard

e . 2

. ' : 12 .

o Sy \,




Y

‘the same time socially and stylistically stratified.

. N PN K
‘ - v . . e r

re

and It is said that times are hard are not set aside by the antzgﬁs because’ |

\' ‘. .

analysis on grounds of methodological convenience. Lo
)

Can a variable be defined for less than its complete set “of alternants°

I find that® for syntactic variables this would have to be the. casevsince it

i \ )
will often turn out to, be impossible to consi er all the ways availéble .

. *

of sayinglthe same thing i1f all we are applying is the truth—value criterion.
. ’ < - . E:d

Very often, as in tHe case.l just queted from Labov *and Weiner; séme of the
N - h .
1 4 ‘i

alternants will be the: outcome of transformations "that are incompatible with,

‘!‘ ¥

/o

* I would now like to congider the possibility ‘of relaxing the require:

the constraints to be coneideredf n-.

jent that "aJternating forms say the same thing" and look at the social or

stylistic conditioning of forms which do diffe)y in meaning.

db

One of the reasons

for restricting the study of variables to surface variants ig the fear of ,

(2)

and ‘class-based prejudiceg.

\

- For the problems I am examining here, the 'dangerous' hypothesis would
3 ) . '

~

be that” forms which‘clearly differ in referential meaning are nevertheless at

a

-7
This kind of evidence

-

would show that different social groups exchange different types of messages

T

for whici they make use of f/;g; ‘with different meaningful structures. Instead

RS -
Vi

.

. N ¢ I 3 PN "4 &
.they say different things, but rather the second alternant ig-éxcluded from the
‘ ’ -

providing arguments which can be used irresponsigly to support.ethnig, racial

»

S

-y

of leading to the conclusion that there are different nonventional ways. of

»

-~

~

communicating ?t;g same'"'

referential effecqiin the differentisectﬁrs of the

plied by Labov.

Speech community, this evidencd nould be used incortrectly to. attibute to

some groups the inability of thinking certain meaningsf -

. : ’ T )
That this consequence is feared is .stated explicitly by Laberge and im-

o F

However, I will argue that-the first hypothesis is'pﬂrfeétly
w3

S 18. 77
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reasonable and that the misinterpgftation of .the evidence will have to be

»

prevented by further evidence and argumentation against these kinds of preju—

X

In a January 1977 paper entitled "The changing distributionof indeter-

. . [
minate pronouns in discourse" Laberge says in her conclusion that the variants

dice§.

" on and tu/vous, in the cdntexts in which she has studied them, are ”fulﬁ}lllng
identical semantic functions" (she means referential functions in this case).

Stre’ expla?n? why this has to be ;he case: "Any anfiziis ciaiming that the use
of tu and vous is tinged by the determinate sécénd person origins of these
clitics .+. falls.necessarily into nhe lrap of espousing such discredited
notions as that working class speackers a?E tess cnpablé LY abstract discourse,

not having access to g?nuinelx indeterminate forfns'! (16-17).

4

First of all, since working class speakers make some use of the form on

even if they prefer the form tu/vous, the evidence would not show an impos-

i

éibility of using it, but a preference for ‘the other forms. sBut more crucially,

. v
nobody has as yet proven that the kind of more general, or as Laberge calls

its; more abstract meanings, reflect a cognitive or a communicative superiority.
\ r

. - .
The prejudice consists in believing that since upper class speakers apparently

&
K

make more use of these more referentially general (mislabeled "abstract'")

linguistic cafegnries, these meanings can be taken as signs of a greater

sintelligence or.of a more effective communication.

It has neither been proven:

that upper class speakers really make more .use of this kind of meanings nor

that khts linguistic behavior would necessarily be "better."

\ “ ‘ . .‘\
. . w«‘n N -
all know,

S

- ‘let us say more depersonalized vs.

<

the appropriateness of one form of &xpression in place of anothéer;

L]

Moreover, as we-

¥

. . >
nore personalized discourse, depends on

the speaker's #im.

A good parFicularized example of a concrete situation can

3

- LY N .
. have a better chance‘of winging an argument than a very abstract énumeration

of general factors.

A

<
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Labov provides another intersting example of validating a claim, of

.,‘ .

. . < * |
s C A referential equivalence precisely by showing that the Nariable is sog¢ially or "
b .€ -3 . |
) g;. stylistically scratified This form of argument is JUSt the reverse of what ’

- we have so far con51dered He is discussing”the synonymity of the.constructions/

1

. ' T got arrestede was arrested. As a final argument to decide against the claim

@’

‘that the causative meaningtof get is present in the ge {hassive, hereasons: { j\{

v

o b On the other hand, if we argue that [I got arrested] and [I was arrested]

mean something d1fferent there is an even stranger consequence. It is well

known that the get~passive' is more colloquial’thah the be-passive; in fact, )
. ¢ -, . - . o
many people deny using it altogether. Though no systematic study has been ‘

made, there is reason to believe that its use is stylistically and socially
- : Y

stratified. 1Is it the ‘case that\people think' more causally when they are talking

more informally?" (1974: 62) This whele argument comes from the.behavorist

doctrine ﬂhat Rthought" is Just: "internalized speech." /\J

ig,
. I would say that we do not as yet know what talking more informally o
N . implies. Aside from the fact that talking informal® is defined by less atten~

tion being paid to speech, we dohﬁot know whether the opposite choice, that of ‘

talking ”formally" may not volve some requ1r?6ent of reifying or concretizing -

a2

all of the- information by estab ing "distance" from speaker and hearer.
g 2 P

. ~
Thus, not only will third persons be preferred, but perhaps also general sub-

‘ v
v

- Jjects.which do not specifically imply the participation. of the speaker or
- hearer will also be favored and so forth. This will have to be establishe__—//

separately for dlfferent cultures, although there may turn out to be some

’

universals. Talking more causally can be more appropriate when talking-infor—

mally and furthermore, "talking" does not necessarily imply "thinking Qgre ‘

»

‘\\\ causally. This has to be 1nvest1gated openly. T »
{ There is no reason for c%ntinuing to consider the idea of a different
. ‘ o :

.. . : ‘. b ZGI .. Lo | :
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-
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LI . - ~
i .
. - .
. ; . )

.distribution of structural méanihgs in the different sqQcial  groups to be a
"discredited notioP" so long as these differences in distribution'are ndt .-

e N

evaluated in termséof more pr less intelligené¢e, moré or less expressive
. ~~ [ - \ B

N\

power, more-or lesS verbal ability.

N e v kY \ . ¥ o~ .
. i - e . . .
I need to make & very.strict distiﬁctionfat?this point among the “follow- ~
. . NS S N o ’
ing: carrying pGt quantitative studies of Variation, vriting variable rules,

.

and defining'linguistic variables. - I have pcinted‘but the difficu‘ties I

N
. P N ! -

. : . - .t . L L
: perceive in defining non—phonological variables, sinae as we have already

- ’
. 4 -

discussed, all -the cases studied involve referential meaning, regardless of

N = t

whether or not te accept the condition that the referential meaning be the sane
b

/
for all the altergan/s. I realize that similar difficulties might bﬁ raised for
the description of phonological variables and fhe writing bf phbnological

’ variable rules. It is not my intention to.discuss these now.
‘ L} . 5

-

think that the absence of referential meaning makes anﬂlmportant di

~

Howev R
——

rence .

’

(4
iind that this difference is not only methodological't that it has shown up

n the fact that phonological variables have proven to be far better candidates
for conveying the restricted kind " of sociolinguistiq information that hgs been

. I [ g .

. analyzed than non-phonological viriablesx"

/

-~
.

I qut to introduce a distinction bdtween "variables" which are elements
.of the language and the carriers of social and stylistic- significance, and

élvariables"'whichJare simply heuristic devices to group alternants.and‘subject

.o c ‘ '
them to quantitative analysis. But it shoul?\rem n clear that thia déstinction

does not imply abandoning the dttempt at carrying out quantitative studies of

'
.

»
. linguistic behavior "whenever the speaker has a choiced"

. . 3
‘\\ . I propose to restrict the notions of sociolinguistic variables and
< v . ‘- . . ' . K

variable ruies to the analysis qof forms which communicate socialqand stylistic

o
”~

,..g

significance through their variation:

A}

Efsewhere quantitative statements can

I do~ -

“*Q‘
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sti1? certainly Q& treated as data which call for interprgtation and prob—
: N &

» . abilistic rules can still serve as h@uristic devices, . S v
. L3
My view is that we should continue the.development of probabilistic models ;
™~ " o |
. . - ‘
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_ FOOTNOTES - . T, : N 2
v ' — |
- / \
(1) I would like to thank Michgel Silverstein for his many valuable critical
l 1) »
™ comments and editorial- suggestiOns. I alsé-want to thank’E Clark M. Deuchar, :
. ' e
M. Martin-Jones, M Rosaldo and E. Traugott of Stanford University for having
* 3
read and d1scusqnd-th1s manuscript. The reSpOnsibility for all possible
- v .
. deficiencies of thils paper is mine -alone. oo ’ v o e— .
}.' ‘ B [

~

(2)$ome“"*of the motivations for restr{cting sthe study of variables to surface

variants Which fulfill identical referential functlons are the same kinq of
cfr) - [
/e 1> wellgintentioned reasons, pointed out by Hymes in hid Foreword to Swadesh's

last book (1972: vii), that led to the adoption by American linguists\and -

.

anthropogégists since R?e First WOrld War of -an egalitarianﬁand relativistic™ 4

point of view which excluded the connection of inersity intrinsic to.lan- ‘

\

guage with sociocultural diversity. 1In both cases, the fear of providing
1+ d " .
arguMents which can be used irresponsibly to support ethnic, racial and class-
) e
bafegzprejudices inhibits the _exploration of hypotheses whieh in

“

o&her senses

~

are plausible. ,

- - R \

In the older trédition, linguists pointed out the ability of every( . )

@ . .. -

language to code eVery referential d1stinct10n in some way; all languages

v

(
bgfng ultimately equal in.ﬁeferentlal power, though differing in .structuregy

in the way they m

ite structural Eonnection wiﬁh the unive!se of reference.
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