
Language Variation and Change 
 Prescriptivism: the dominant ideology in language education, holds that changes in language 

norms occur to the detriment of the language, and are a result of sloppiness, laziness and a 
lack of attention to logic. 

 Variation and change in language go hand in hand. Changes within a speech community are 
preceded by linguistic variation. On the other hand, if a change occurs in one speech 
community and not in another, such change is the cause of variation between the two 
communities. 

 Social groups within the same speech community may react different to changes that are 
occurring, in terms of their attitudes and choices of variants. 

Variationist Approaches to Change 
 Weinreich, Labov and Herzog (1968) showed that tracking down changes required close 

attention to the language system as well as the social system. All change is preceded by 
variation. This is not the same as saying that all variation leads to change. 

 Weinreich (1968) model that can explain the long-term grammatical changes in a language 
1. The basis for linguistic change lies in the ever-present 'low-level' phonetic variability of 

ordinary speech. 
2. For reasons which appear arbitrary linguistically, a given phonetic variable (out of the 

many found in ordinary speech) becomes socially significant as a marker of group 
identification and stylistic level. 

3. As a result, the variable attains linguistic significance. That is, what was once purely 
phonetic variation becomes a linguistic variable.  

4. This 'new' variant may also be extended to new social groups. 
5. The variant may eventually spread through the vocabulary system of the language and 

throughout the whole speech community. 
6. The variant then becomes part of the community's repertoire: the sound change has 

been completed. 
 Change from above: new sounds introduced by the dominant social class. Often consciously 

modelled sounds used in other speech communities that have higher prestige. Women usually 
have been found to be ahead of men in their scores for the 'new' variants. 

 Changes from below: involve sounds that are originally part of the vernacular, and which 
represent the phonetic processes that are based on articulatory process that make 
pronunciation easier. There are more cases of men leading the change. 

Lexical diffusion 
 How a change spreads internally within the language. 
 A theory that proposes that sound changes occur word by word. This theory evolved 

independently of the Labovian school, but it is complementary to and compatible with the 
interest of Weinreich in long-term processes of change. 

 First hypothesis: a sound change does not occur in all words or environments simultaneously. 
Rather, some environments are more conducive to the change. Similarly, the change might be 
incorporated in some words before others. 

 Second hypothesis:  the rate at which sound changes are affected in language. M. Chen 
proposed that the general rate of change in a language could be captured by an 'S-curve'.  
o The horizontal axis measures intervals of time; the vertical axis measures the number of 

words in the language.  
o Initially the new pronunciation is to be found in a few common words. these are often 

words or groups of words important to a subgroup or subculture within the community. 
This is schematised as time phase A in the diagram, the period of innovation. 

o The change then spreads to other words at a relatively rapid rate, schematised by the 
steep rise in the curve over time phase B, the period of spread. 



o At the final stage, the rate of change slows down with the few last words to undergo the 
change at phase C, the completion of the change or period of maintenance.  

 
The Gravity Model 
 The model of lexical diffusion suggests how changes spread within a language. 
 Proposed by Trudgill (1974) to describe the influence of bigger centres upon smaller ones. 
 In Trudgill's model population size is analogous to mass in physics and geographical distance 

plays a similar role. Linguistic influence from once centre to the next is driven by proximity and 
population size. This model is complicated by issues of geographical boundaries and degrees of 
social contact. 

 Labov (2003), who prefers the term 'cascade model', shows how it works for the slightly easier 
case of the spread of new vocabulary. 
o Labov's example comes from variants for a sandwich made of cold cuts: subway, hero, 

and hoagie. Using advertisements in the yellow pages Labov showed how some of these 
terms diffused from a larger city to a smaller one. By 1955, the most common spelling is 
hoagie in Philadelphia. Following the neighbouring city of Pittsburgh in the 1960s.  

o Labov argues that certain establishments in Philadelphia were providing the basic 
equipment needed to produce the sandwiches to neighbouring cities, and thus became 
associated with the product. The flow of influence was from the products of the bigger 
city to smaller ones. 

 This model is not very easy to verify, since the subtleties of accent and human intentions, 
required sustained, long term research. 

Real and Apparent Time 
 A community is divided into age groups which are studied intensively for a short period to 

examine whether any differences occur. Where older age groups show low use of a variant 
while younger groups show increasingly greater use. However, it does not always mean there 
is change. In case of slang, an apparent-time comparison of two age groups might show that 
the younger group uses slang extensively while the other does not. Slang occurs in cycles. 

 The term 'age grading' is used to refer to such stable differences between age groups. 
Real-time Verification of Apparent-time Studies 



 Joy Fowler (1986) and Jeff Macdonald (1984) separately repeated the departmental store 
study two decades after Labov, to ascertain the extent of change in [r] usage in New York City. 
We focus on the work of Fowler, which managed to replicate Labov's methodology more 
closely than the other study.  
o Labov's summary of this study is as follows: 

 'The precise replication of the Department Store Study shows that the 
sociolinguistic structure of the speech community is perhaps even more stable 
than anticipated. Under the pressure of the new r-pronouncing norm, NYC speech 
is changing slowly. Contrary to what I originally expected, the hypercorrect 
behaviour of the lower middle class, reflected in the pattern of Macy's employees, 
has not resulted in any sudden advance of r-pronunciation as a whole.' 

o Two possibilities exist as to why change has not occurred in the intervening two decades 
to the extent predicted. 
 Labov's 'hypercorrection' hypothesis has not held up. That is, greater use by the 

lower middle class than the highest-status group in formal styles does not advance 
the change in progress appreciably. Hypercorrection as a feature of deliberate 
styles may not have a particularly great effect in change in vernacular norms. 

 Change in [r] usage is still at an early stage. In this view, the variant [r]r is at the 
lowest segment of the S-curve of change, and a steep rise in [r] pronunciation in 
the next phase can be anticipated. 

Vernacular Maintenance and Change 
 Language and Social Networks: The Belfast Study 

o Network density: refers to the number of connections or links in a network. In a low-
density network, individuals usually know the central member but not each other. In a 
high-density network, the members of the network are known to each other and 
interact with each other regularly. 

o Multiplexity: the content of the network links. When individuals in a network are linked 
to ach other in more than one function. 

o Uniplex network: the members are linked to each other in only one capacity. 
o The Belfast Study is an important contribution to the understanding of language change 

and language maintenance in a community. Language use, according to the Milroys, is 
influenced by both status and solidarity. Use of the standard language is associated with 
high social status, while the use of the vernacular indicates solidarity with local people, 
customs and norms. Vernacular use is typical in dense and multiplex networks function 
as a conservative force for the maintenance of the vernacular forms, a break-up of the 
traditional network patterns can initiate linguistic change (Milroy 1980: 163-3) 


