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In Chapters 2 and 3 we discussed some theories and methods that have
been developed in linguistics and phonetics for the description of how
language works. As said in Chapter 1, decsription is not the only ap- !
proach to the study of language. There are other branches of linguistics: |
one may for example treat language historically, showing how it persists '
and modifies through time. In application to language teaching, it is ‘
descriptive linguistics that is the most important. Even for this purpose, i
however, description is not the only type of linguistic study which is !
relevant.
4 In this section we are concerned with the branch of linguistics which
deals, to put it in the most general terms, with the relation between a
language and the people who use it. This includes the study of language |
communities, singly and in contact, of varieties of language and of at- I
titudes to language. The various special subjects involved here are [
' grouped together under the name of ‘institutional linguistics’. i
!.

i There is no clear line dividing institutional from descriptive linguis-
tics; the two, though distinct enough as a whole, merge into one another.

The study of context leads on to the analysis of situation types and of

, the uses of language. The descriptive distinction into spoken and written
1 language naturally involves us in a consideration of the different vari- |
i eties of language they represent. In institutional linguistics we are looking
at the same data, language events, but from a different standpoint. The
attention is now on the users of language, and the uses they make of it.
There are many ways of finding patterns among people. Some pat-
terns are obvious: everyone is either male or female, with a fairly clear
line between the two. Some, equally obvious, are less clearly demar-
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cated: people are either children or adults, but we may not be sure of
the assignment of a particular individual, Humorously, we may recog-
nize all sorts of ad hoc patterns, like W. S. Gilbert’s classification of
babies into little liberals’ and ‘littie conservatives’. The human sciences
all introduce their own patterning: people are introverts or extroverts;
negriform, mongoliform, caucasiform or australiform; employed, self-
employed, non-employed or un-employed. No clear boundaries here,
though the categories, statistically defined and, sometimes, arbitrarily
delimited, are useful enough. Other patterns, such as national citizen-
ship, are thrust upon us, often with conflicting criteria: each state tends
to have its own definition of jts citizens,

In linguistics, people are grouped according to the language or lan-
guages they use. This dimension of patterning is sometimes applied out-
side linguistics: a nation, in one view, is defined by language as well as
by other factors, On the other hand, the category of ‘nation’ defined
politically has sometimes been used in linguistics to give an institutional
definition of ‘a language’: in this view ‘a language’ is a continuum of
dialects spoken within the borders of one state. On such a criterion,
British English and American English are two languages, though mu-
tually intelligible; Chinese is one language, though Pekingese and Can-
tonese are not mutually intelligible; and Flemish, Dutch, German, Aus-
trian German and Swiss German are five languages, though the pairing
of mutually intelligible and mutually unintelligible dialects does not by
any means follow the various national boundaries.

This is not the only way of defining ‘a language’; there are as many
definitions as there are possible criteria. Even within institutional lin-
guistics various criteria are involved, each yielding a definition that is
useful for some specific purpose. The concept of ‘a language’ is too im-
portant to be taken for granted; nor is it made any less powerful by the
existence of multiple criteria for defining it. But we have to be careful
to specify the nature of this category when we use it.

In institutional linguistics it is useful to start with the notion of a
LANGUAGE COMMUNITY, and then to ask certain questions about it.
The language community is a group of people who regard themselves
as using the same language. In this sense there is a language community
‘the Chinese’, since they consider themselves as speaking “Chinese’, and
not Pekingese, Cantonese and so on, There is no language community
‘the Scandinavians’; Norwegians speak Norwegian, Danes Danish and
Swedes Swedish, and these are not regarded as ‘dialects of the ‘Scan-
dinavian language’, even though they are by and large all mutually in-

telligible. The British, Americans, Canadians, Australians and others
call their language ‘English’; they form a single language community,

This method of recognizing a language community has the advantage
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that it reflects the speakers’ attitude toward their language, and thus the
way they use it. All speakers of English, for example, agree more or less
on the way it should be written. At the same time, like all institutional
linguistic categories and most of the basic categories of the human sci-
ences, it is not clearcut, because people do not fall into clearcut patterns.
There is a minor tendency for Americans to regard themselves as using
a different language from the British, and this is again reflected in minor
variations in orthography. But it is a mistake to exaggerate this distinc-
tion, or to conclude therefrom that there is no unified English-speaking
language community.

Some of the questions that can be asked about a language community
and its language are these. First, what happens when it impinges on
other language communities? Second, what varieties of its language are
there? Under the second question come these subdivisions: varieties ac-
cording to users (that is, varieties in the sense that each speaker uses one
variety and uses it all the time) and varieties according to use (that is, in
the sense that each speaker has a range of varieties and chooses between
them at different times). The variety according to users is a DIALECT;
the variety according to use is a REGISTER. Third, what attitudes do
the speakers display towards their language and any or all of its vari-
eties?

2

Situations in which one language community impinges on another have
been called ‘language contact’ situations. Such situations are character-
ized by varying degrees of bilingualism. Bilingualism is recognized
wherever a native speaker of one language makes use of a second lan-
guage, however partially or imperfectly. It is thus a cline, ranging in
terms of the individual speaker, from the completely monolingual per-
son at one end, who never uses anything but his own native language
or ‘L1, through bilingual speakers who make use in varying degree of
a second language or ‘L2’, to the endpoint where a speaker has complete
mastery of two languages and makes use of both in all uses to which he
puts either. Such a speaker is an ‘ambilingual’.

True ambilingual speakers are rare. Most people whom we think of
as bilingual restrict at least one of their languages to certain uses: and in
any given use, one or the other language tends to predominate. There
are probably millions of L2 English speakers throughout the world with
a high degree of bilingualism, but who could neither make love or do
the washing up in English nor discuss medicine or space travel in their
1. Even those who have learnt two languages from birth rarely per-
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form all language activities in both; more often than not a certajp
amount of specialization takes place.

This distinction between an L1 and an L2, a native and a non-natjye
or learnt language, is of course not clearcut. Moreover it cuts across the
degree of bilingualism. Some bilingual speakers, including some whq
are ambilingual, can be said to have two (occasionally more) native lap-
guages. There is no exact criterion for this; but one could say arbitrarily
that any language learnt by the child before the age of instruction, from
parents, from others, such as a nurse, looking after it, or from other
children, is an L1. It is clear, however, that only a small proportion of
those who learn two or more languages in this way become ambilingual
speakers; and conversely, not all ambilinguals have two L1s.

A point that has often been observed about native bilingual, including
ambilingual, speakers is that they are unable to translate between their
L1s. This does not mean of course that they cannot learn to translate
between them. But translation has to be learnt by them as a distinct
operation; it does not follow automatically from the possession of two
sets of native language habits. This has been linked with the fact that
those with two L1s are usually not true ambilinguals: that they have
usually specialized their two or more native languages into diffcrent
uses. But this cannot be the only reason, since even those who approach
or attain true ambilingualism are still usually unable to translate without
instruction. It appears that it is a characteristic of an L1, defined in the
way suggested above, to operate as a distinct set of self-sufficient pat-
terns in those situations in which language activity is involved. However
ambilingual the speaker is, in the sense that there is no recognizable
class of situation in which he could not use either of his languages,
there is always some difference between the actual situations in which
he uses the one and those in which he uses the other, namely that each
of the two is associated with a different group of participants.

This raises the question: how unique is or are the native language or
languages in the life of the speaker? No sure answer can yet be given to
this question. It is clear that for the great majority of bilingual speakers
the L2 never replaces the L1 as a way of living; nor is it intended to do
so. We may want to attain a high degree of competence in one or more
foreign languages, but we usually do not expect thereby to disturb the
part played in our lives by the native one. On the other hand those who
move permanently to a new language community may, if they move as
individuals and not as whole families, abandon at least the active usc of
their native language and replace it throughout by an L2.

This in itself is not enough to guarantee a particular degree of attain-
ment in the L.2. Some speakers are more easily content: they may, for
example, not try to adopt the phonetic patterns of the L2 beyond the




M. A. K. Halliday

han not a certain

e and a non-native
T it cuts across the
cluding some who
/ more) native lan-
>uld say arbitrarily
f instruction, from
it, or from other
mall proportion of
scome ambilingual
vo L1s.
silingual, including
slate between their
learn to translate
them as a distinct
possession of two
with the fact that
Is: that they have
iges into different
ose who approach
) translate without
L1, defined in the
self-sufficient pat-
nvolved. However
S no recognizable
of his languages,
ituations in which
namely that each
ticipants.
1ative language or
an yet be given to
bilingual speakers
i it intended to do
ce in one or more
:by to disturb the
1 hand those who
1, if they move as
t the active use of
L2.
: degree of attain-
nt: they may, for
ie L2 beyond the

The Users and Uses of Language 143

point where they become comprehensible to its native speakers. Others
may simply fail to achieve the standard of performance that they them-
selves regard as desirable. In this way they cut down the role played by
language in their lives. On the other hand there is clearly no upper limit
to attainment in an L2. The L2 speaker may live a normal, full life in
his adopted language community, absorb its literature and even use the
language for his own creative writing, as Conrad and Nabokov have
done so successfully with English. Whether the learnt language will ever
be so ‘infinitely docile’, in Nabokov’s words, as the native language, it
is hard to say. Certainly the user of an L2 may learn to exploit its
resources as widely as do its native speakers; and though he is more
conscious of these resources than the majority of native speakers, in this
he merely resembles that minority who have learnt to be conscious of
how their native language works: principally the creative writers,
literary analysts and linguists. But while one can set no limit to the
possible degree of mastery of an L2, it remains true that such a level
of attainment is rarely aimed at and still more rarely achieved.

The individual speaker, in contact with a new language community,
may react by developing any degree and kind of bilingualism within this
very wide range. Over language communities as a whole, in contact-
situations, certain patterns tend to emerge. Sometimes the solution
adopted, at least in the long term, is not one of bilingualism. What
happens in these instances is either that one language community aban-
dons its own language and adopts that of the other — here there will be
a transitional period of bilingualism, but it may be very short; or that
a mixed language develops which incorporates some features of both.

Such mixed languages have usually had either English or French as
one of their components; less frequently Dutch or Potruguese. Those
that remain restricted to certain uses, as many have done, without ever
attaining the full resources of a language, are called PIDGINS. Some mix-
tures, however, have developed into full languages; these are known as
CREOLES. In some areas, for example in language communities in Sier-
ra Leone, Haiti, Mauritius and Melanesia, creoles are acquired by chil-
dren as their L1. Here they have full status as community languages,
and there is not necessarily any bilingualism at all. The fact that in most
of these areas children are expected to acquire a second language as L2
at school reflects the social status of the mixed languages, but is entirely
without prejudice to their linguistic status as full community languages.

In other instances the long term solution has been one of as it were
institutionalized bilingualism. This frequently takes the form of a
LINGUA FRANCA. One language comes to be adobted as the medium of
some activity or activities which the different language communities
perform in common. It may be a common language for commerce,
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learning, administration, religion or any or all of a varicty of purposes:
the use determines which members of each language community arc the
ones who learn it.

Latin was such a lingua franca for a long period in the history of
Europe; in certain countries it retains this status to the present day,
though to a much restricted extent, as the lingua franca of religion,
Among other languages which have been linguae francae at certain
times, over certain areas and for certain uses, are Arabic, Malay, Hausa,
Classical and Mandarin (Pekingese) Chinese, Swahili, Sanskrit, French,
Russian and English. Since the lingua franca normally operates for cer-
tain specific purposes, it is often a more or less clearly definable part
of the language that is learnt as L2. There may even develop a special
variety for use as a lingua franca, as with Hindustani and ‘bazaar
Malay’. These are distinct in practice from the mixed pidgins and cre-
oles, in that each has clearly remained a variety of its original language;
but it is difficult to draw an exact theoretical distinction.

Languages such as English and Russian, which are widely lcarnt as
second languages in the world today, are a type of lingua franca. They
are a special case only in the sense that they are being learnt by unpre-
cedentedly large numbers of people and for a very wide range of pur-
poses, some of which are new. In any serious study of the problems and
methods of teaching English as a second language it is important to find
out what these purposes are, and how they differ in different areas and
according to the needs of different individuals. Possibly the major aim
that is common to all areas where English is taught as L2 is that of its
use in the study of science and technology. But there are numecrous
other aims, educational, administrative, legal, commercial and so on,
variously weighted and pursued in different countries.

The task of becoming a bilingual with English as L2 is not the same
in all these different circumstances; and it is unfair to those who are
struggling with the language, whether struggling to learn it or to tcach
it, to pretend that it is. English is ‘a language’ in the sense that it is not
Russian or Hindi; any two events in English are events in ‘the same’
language. But if we want to teach what we call ‘a language’, whether
English or any other, as a second or indeed also as a first language, we
must look a little more closely at the nature of the varieties within it.

3

In one dimension, which variety of a language you use is determined by
who you are. Each speaker has learnt, as his L1, a particular variety of
the language of his language community, and this variety may differ at
any or all levels from other varicties of the same language learnt by
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other speakers as their L1. Such a variety, identified along this dimen~
sion, is called a ‘dialect’.

In general, ‘who you are’ for this purpose means ‘where you come
from’. In most language communities in the world it is the region of
origin which determines which dialectal variety of the language a speak-
er uses. In China, you speak Cantonese if you come from Canton, Pe-
kingese if you come from Peking and Yunnanese if you come from
Yunnan.

Regional dialects are usually grouped by the community into major
dialect areas; there may, of course, be considerable differentiation with-
in each area. The dialects spoken in Canton, Toishan, Chungshan and
Seiyap, all in Kwangtung province, are clearly distinct from one another;
but they are all grouped under the general name of ‘Cantonese’.

Within Cantonese, the local varieties form a continuum: each will
resemble its neighbours on either side more closely than it resembles
those further away. Among major dialect areas, there is usually also a
continuum. There may be a more or less clear dialect boundary, where
the occurrence of a bundle of 150GLOSsSES (lines separating a region dis-
playing one grammatical, lexical, phonological or phonetic feature from
a region having a different feature at the same place in the language)
shows that there are a number of features in which the dialects on either
side differ from each other: but the continuum is not entirely broken.
Thus there is a fairly clear distinction between Cantonese and Mandarin
in the area where the two meet in Kwangsi, and there is indeed a strip
of country where the two coexist, many villages having some families
speaking Cantonese and some speaking Mandarin. Nevertheless the va-
riety of Cantonese spoken in this dialect border region is closer to Man-
darin than are other varieties of Cantonese, and the Mandarin is closer
to Cantonese than are other varieties of Mandarin.

This situation represents a kind of median between two extremes: an
unbroken continuum on the one hand, as between Mandarin and the
“Wu’ or lower Yangtsze dialect region, and a sharp break on the other,
as between Cantonese and Hakka in Kwangtung. In this case the reason
for the break is that the Hakka speakers arrived by migration from the
north roughly a thousand years after the original settlement of Kwang-
tung by the ancestors of the modern Cantonese speakers.

This general dialect pattern turns up in one form or another all over
the world. An instance of wide dialectal variety in modern Europe is
provided by German. Here we have to recognize three, and possibly
four, different language communities. The Flemings, in Belgium, speak
Flemish, though this is now officially regarded as a variety of Dutch;
the Dutch speak Dutch; Germanic speakers in Switzerland regard them-
selves, in general, as speaking a distinct ‘Swiss-German’. The Germans
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and the Austrians, and the Swiss in certain circumstances, regard them-
selves as speaking German. But over the whole of this area there is one
unbroken dialect continuum, with very few instances of a clear dialect
boundary; ranging from the High German of Switzerland, Austria and
Bavaria to the Low German of Northwest Germany, Holland and Bel-
gium.

The normal condition of language is to change, and at times and in
places where there is little mobility between dialect communities there
is nothing to cause the various dialects of a language to change in the
same direction. Under these conditions dialects tend to diverge from
each other at all levels, perhaps most of all in phonology and phonetics.
It may happen that mutual intelligibility is lost; that the language com-
munity is as it were broken up into dialect regions such that there are
many pairs of regions whose speakers cannot understand one another.
This happened in China. There are six major dialects in modern China:
Mandarin, Cantonese, Wu, North Min, South Min and Hakka; each of
which is mutually unintelligible with all the others.

This situation tends to be resolved by the emergence of one dialect as
a lingua franca. In China, the spoken lingua franca has traditionally
been the Pekingese form of the Mandarin dialect. But under the empire
very few people from outside the Mandarin-speaking area ever learnt
Mandarin unless they were government officials. Mandarin was the lan-
guage of administration and some literature; but classical Chinese re-
mained the lingua franca for most written purposes, being supplemented
as an educational medium, since it could no longer function as a spoken
language, by the regional dialects. In nationalist China some progress
was made towards introducing Mandarin as a ‘second language’ in
schools, and the process has continued in communist China, where with
the expansion of educational facilities Mandarin is now regularly taught
at some stage in the school career. It is in fact becoming a ‘standard’ or
‘national’ language.

A similar process took place in Germany. ‘Standard German’ of
course is ‘standard’ only for the language community that considers it-
self as speaking German (not, however limited to Germany itself). The
concept of a standard is defined in relation to the language community:
to a Dutchman ‘standard’ could only mean standard Dutch, not standard
German.

In Germany, and similarly in China, there is no suggestion that the
dialect chosen as the ‘standard’ language is any better than any other
dialect. A modern state needs a lingua franca for its citizens, and there
are historical reasons leading to the choice of one dialect rather than
another. It may have been the one first written down, or the language
of the capital; or it may, as in Germany, include a somewhat artificial
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mixture of features from different dialects. Nor is there any suggestion
that those who learn the standard language should speak it exactly alike.
The aim is intelligibility for all purposes of communication, and if a
Cantonese speaks Mandarin, as most do, with a Cantonese accent, pro-
vided this does not affect his intelligibility nobody will try to stop him
or suggest that his performance is inferior or that he himself is a less
worthy person.

In the history of the English language, dialects followed the familiar
pattern. In the fifteenth century England was a continuum of regional
dialects with, almost certainly, some mutual unintelligibility. With the
rise of urbanism and the modern state, a standard language emerged;
this was basically the London form of the South-east Midland dialect,
but with some features from neighbouring areas, especially from the
South-central Midlands. The orthography, which in Middle English had
varied region by region, became more and more standardized according
to the conventions associated with this dialect. As in other countries, for
ease of communication, the notion of a ‘correct’ orthography grew up:
by the late seventeenth century educated people were expected to spell
alike, although in earlier times individuality had been tolerated in spel-
ling just as it had been (and still was) in pronunciation.

The emergence of a standard language gives rise to the phenomenon
of ‘accent’, which is quite distinct from ‘dialect’. When we learn a for-
eign language, we normally transfer patterns from our native language
on to the language we are learning. These may be patterns at any level.
Those of form, however, and most of those of phonology and ortho-
graphy, tend to be progressively eliminated. This is because they may
seriously impair intelligibility; they are less directly interrelated, thus
reinforcing each other less; and they are easier to correct once observed,
because they are not patterns of muscular activity. With phonetic pat-
terns, on the other hand, there is greater intelligibility tolerance, more
reinforcement and much greater difficulty in correction even when they
are observed. Transference of phonetic habits, in other words, is easier
to tolerate and harder to avoid than transference at other levels. So we
usually speak with a ‘foreign accent’, even when our grammar and lexis
are in general conformity with the native patterns of the learnt lan-
guage.

So also when a speaker learns a second dialect. He generally speaks
it with ‘an accent’: that is, with phonetic features of his native dialect.
The learning of a standard language is simply the learning of a second
dialect, the dialect that happens to have been ‘standardized’. Most
speakers, learning the standard language of their community, continue
to speak with the phonetics of their native dialect, and there is usually
no loss in intelligibility.
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It is quite normal for members of a language community which
has a standard language to continue to use both the native and the
learnt (standard) dialect in different situations throughout their lives.
This happens regularly in China and even Germany. But while in a
rural community, where there is less movement of people, the native
dialect is appropriate to most situations, in an urban community the
relative demands on native and standard dialect are reversed. The pop-
ulation is probably made up of speakers of various different dialects,
so that the standard language becomes a lingua franca amongst them;
in addition there is greater mobility within and between towns.

As a consequence, many speakers drop their native dialect altogether,
having very few situations in which to use it, and replace it with the
standard language. In so doing, they transfer to the standard language
the phonctics of the native dialect, speaking it with a regional ‘accent’.
In time, this form of the standard language with regional accent comes
to be regarded itself as a dialect. Today, for example, people use the
term ‘Yorkshire dialect’ equally to refer both to the speech of Leeds,
which is standard English with generalized West Riding phonetics, and
to the speech of Upper Wharfedale, which is an ‘original’ West Riding
dialect. Since urban speech forms expand outwards at the expense of
rural ones, the longer established dialects of England are disappearing
and being replaced by the standard spoken with the various regional
accents.

This process is liable to happen anywhere where there is a high de-
gree of industrialization and consequent growth of cities. What is pecul-
jar to England, however, is the extent to which, concurrently with this
process, a new dimension of dialect differentiation has come into oper-
ation. In most countries, even those highly industrialized like Germany,
the way a person speaks is determined by the place he comes from: he
speaks either the regional dialect or the standard language with regional
accent. In England, however, and to a lesser extent in France, Scotland,
Australia and the United States, a person’s speech is determined not
only by the region he comes from but also by the class he comes from,
or the class he is trying to move into. Our dialects and accents are no
longer simply regional: they are regional and social, or ‘socio-regional’.
Nowhere else in the world is this feature found in the extreme form it
has reached in England. It is a feature of English life which constantly
amazes the Germans and others into whose national mythology the
facts, or some version of them, have penetrated.

The dialect structure of England today can be represented by a
pyramid. The vertical plane represents class, the horizontal one region.
At the base, there is wide regional differentiation, widest among the
agricultural workers and the lower-paid industrial workers. As one
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moves along the socio-economic scale, dialectal variety according to
region diminishes. Finally at the apex there is no regional differentiation
at all, except perhaps for the delicate shades which separate Cambridge
and Oxford from each other and from the rest.

This regionally neutral variety of English, often known as ‘RP’,
standing for ‘received (that is, generally accepted) pronunciation’,
carries prestige and may be acquired at any stage in life. It tends to be
taught by example rather than by instruction. Certain institutions, nota-
bly the preparatory and public schools, create, as part of their function,
conditions in which it can be learnt. The speaker of this form of English
has, as is well known, many social and economic advantages. There are,
for example, many posts for which he will automatically be preferred
over a candidate who does not speak it. If there are any posts for which
the opposite is true, as is sometimes claimed, these are posts which are
not likely to arouse serious competition.

When a speaker states what language he regards himself as speaking,
he is defining a language community. By implication a language com-
munity may be delimited regionally, although national frontiers may
enter into the definition of the region. When he states what dialect he
speaks, he is defining a dialect community. Here again the delimitation
that is implied is normally regional; but there are some countries, nota-
bly England, in which it is socio-regional. If the community has a
standard language, there may be not only dialects but also accents: in
other words ‘new dialects’, varieties of the standard language with re-
gional or socio-regional phonetic patterns. The line dividing dialect and
accent is often not clearcut, and the speaker may well conflate the two.
All his observations, but especially those on dialect and accent, may be
coloured by value-judgements; but the discussion of these we leave to
the final section of this chapter.

4

A dialect is a variety of a language distinguished according to the user:
different groups of people within the language community speak dif-
ferent dialects. It is possible also to recognize varieties of a language
along another dimension, distinguished according to use. Language
varies as its function varies; it differs in different situations. The name
given to a variety of a language distinguished according to use is
‘register’.

The category of ‘register’ is needed when we want to account for
what people do with their language. When we observe language activity
in the various contexts in which it takes place, we find differences in
the type of language selected as appropriate to different types of situa-
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tion, There is no need to labour the point that a sports commentary, a
church service and a school lesson are linguistically quite distinct. One
sentence from any of these and many more such situation types would
enable us to identify it correctly. We know, for example, where ‘an
early announcement is expected’ comes from and ‘apologies for absence
were received’; these are not simply free variants of ‘we ought to hear
soon’ and ‘was sorry he couldn’t make it.’

1t is not the event or state of affairs being talked about that deter-
mines the choice, but the convention that a certain kind of language is
appropriate to a certain use. We should be surprised, for example, if it
was announced on the carton of our toothpaste that the product was
‘just right for cleaning false teeth’ instead of ‘ideal for cleansing artificial
dentures’. We can often guess the source of a piece of English from
familiarity with its use: ‘mix well’ probably comes from a recipe, al-
though the action of mixing is by no means limited to cookery — and
‘mixes well’ is more likely to be found in a testimonial.

The choice of items from the wrong register, and the mixing of items
from different registers, are among the most frequent mistakes made by
non-native speakers of a language. If an L2 English speaker uses, in
conversation, a dependent clause with modal ‘should’, such as ‘should
you like another pint of beer,...’, where a native speaker would use
a dependent clause with ‘if’, he is selecting from the wrong register.
Transference of this kind is not limited to foreigners; the native school-
boy may transfer in the opposite direction, writing in his Shakespeare
essay ‘it was all up with Lear, who couldn’t take any more of it’.

Linguistic humor often depends on the inappropriate choice and the
mixing of registers: P. G. Wodehouse exploits this device very effec-
tively. Fifty years ago the late George Robey used to recite a version of
“The house that Jack built’ which ended as follows: ... that disturbed
the equanimity of the domesticated feline mammal that exterminated the
noxious rodent that masticated the farinaceous produce deposited in the
domiciliary edifice erected by Master John’.

Dialects tend to differ primarily, and always to some extent, in sub-
stance. Registers, on the other hand, differ primarily in form. Some
registers, it is true, have distinctive features at other levels, such as the
voice quality associated with the register of church services. But the
crucial criteria of any given register are to be found in its grammar and
its lexis. Probably lexical features are the most obvious. Some lexical
items suffice almost by themselves to identify a certain register: ‘cleanse’
puts us in the language of advertising, ‘probe’ of newspapers, especially
headlines, ‘tablespoonful’ of recipes or prescriptions, ‘neckline’ of fash-
ion reporting or dressmaking instructions. The clearest signals of a par-
ticular register are scientific technical terms, except those that belong to
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more than one science, like ‘morphology’ in biology and linguistics.

Often it is not the lexical item alone but the collocation of two or more
lexical items that is specific to one register. ‘Kick’ is presumably neutral,
but ‘free kick’ is from the language of football. Compare the disc jock-
ey’s ‘top twenty’; ‘thinned right down’ at the hairdresser’s (but ‘thinned
out’ in the garden); and the collocation of ‘heart’ and ‘bid’ by contrast
with ‘heart’ and ‘beat’.

Purely grammatical distinctions between the different registers are
less striking, yet there can be considerable variation in grammar also.
Extreme cases are newspaper headlines and church services; but many
other registers, such as sports commentaries and popular songs, exhibit
specific grammatical characteristics. Sometimes, for example, in the lan-
guage of advertising, it is the combination of grammatical and lexical
features that is distinctive. ‘Pioneers in self-drive car hire’ is an instance
of a fairly restricted grammatical structure. The collocation of the last
four lexical items is normal enough in other structures, as in ‘why don’t
you hire a car and drive yourself?’; but their occurrence in this struc-
ture, and in collocation with an item like ‘pioneer’ or ‘specialist’, is
readily identifiable as an advertising slogan.

Registers are not marginal or special varieties of language. Between
them they cover the total range of our language activity. It is only by
reference to the various situations and situation types in which language
is used that we can understand its functioning and its effectiveness.
Language is not realized in the abstract: it is realized as the activity of
people in situations, as linguistic events which are manifested in a par-
ticular dialect and register.

No one suggests, of course, that the various registers characteristic of
different types of situation have nothing in common. On the contrary, a
great deal of grammatical and lexical material is common to many of
the registers of a given language, and some perhaps to all. If this was
not so we could not speak of ‘a language’ in this sense at all, just as we
should not be able to speak of ‘a language’ in the sense of a dialect
continuum if there was not a great deal in common among the different
dialects.

But there tends to be more difference between events in different
registers than between different events in one register. If we failed to
note these differences of register, we should be ignoring an important
aspect of the nature and functioning of language. Our descriptions of
languages would be inaccurate and our attempts to teach them to for-
eigners made vastly more difficult.

It is by their formal properties that registers are defined. If two sam-
ples of language activity from what, on non-linguistic grounds, could be
considered different situation-types show no differences in grammar or
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tic chores: ‘hoovering the carpets’ may involve language activity which,
though marginal, is contributory to the total event. At the same time the
language activity in a situation may be unrelated to the other activities.
It may even delay rather than advance them, if two people discuss
politics while doing the washing up. Here the language activity does not
form part of the washing up event, and the field of discourse is that of
politics.

Registers classified according to field of discourse thus include both
the technical and the non-technical shopping and games-playing as well
as medicine and linguistics. Neither is confined to one type of situation.
It may be that the more technical registers lend themselves especially
to language activity of the discussion type, where there are few, if any,
related non-language events; and the non-technical registers to functional
or operational language activity, in which we can observe language in
use as a means of achievement. But in the last resort there is no field
of activity which cannot be discussed; and equally there is none in
which language cannot play some part in getting things done. Perhaps
our most purely operational language activity is ‘phatic communion’,
the language of the establishment and maintenance of social relations.
This includes utterances like ‘How do you do!’ and ‘See you!’, and is
certainly non-technical, except perhaps in British English where it over-
laps with the register of meteorology. But the language activity of the
instructor in the dance studio, of the electrician and his assistant, of the
patient consulting the doctor in the surgery, or of research scientists in
the performance of a laboratory experiment, however technical it may
be, is very clearly functioning as a means of operation and control.

This leads to ‘mode of discourse’, since this refers to the medium or
mode of the language activity, and it is this that determines, or rather
correlates with, the role played by the language activity in the situation.
The primary distinction on this dimension is that into spoken and
written language, the two having, by and large, different situational
roles. In this connection, reading aloud is a special case of written rather
than of spoken language.

The extent of formal differentiation between spoken and written lan-
guage has varied very greatly among different language communities and
at different periods. It reached its widest when, as in medieval Europe,
the normal written medium of a community was a classical language
which was unintelligible unless learnt by instruction. Latin, Classical
Arabic, Sanskrit and Classical Chinese have all been used in this way.
By comparison, spoken and written varieties of most modern languages
are extremely close. The two varieties of French probably differ more
than those of English; even popular fiction in French uses the simple
past (preterite) tense in narrative. But spoken and written English are by
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no means formally identical. They differ both in grammar and in lexis,
as anyone by recording and transcribing conversation can find out.

Within these primary modes, and cutting across them to a certain
extent, we can recognize further registers such as the language of news-
papers, of advertising, of conversation and of sports commentary. Like
other dimensions of classification in linguistics, both descriptive and in-
stitutional, the classification of modes of discourse is variable in delicacy.
We may first identify ‘the language of literature’ as a single register; but
at the next step we would separate the various genres, such as prose
fiction and light verse, as distinct registers within it. What is first recog-
nized as the register of journalism is then subclassified into reportage,
editorial comment, feature writing and so on.

Some modes of discourse are such that the language activity tends to
be self-sufficient, in the sense that it accounts for most or all of the
activity relevant to the situation. This is particularly true of the various
forms of the written mode, but applies also to radio talks, academic
discussions and sermons. In literature particularly the language activity
is as it were self-sufficient. On the other hand, in the various spoken
modes, and in some of the written, the utterances often integrate with
other non-language activity into a single event. Clear instances of this
are instructions and sets of commands. The grammatical and lexical
distinction between the various modes of discourse can often be related
to the variable situational role assigned to language by the medium.

Third and last of the dimensions of register classification is ‘style of
discourse’, which refers to the relations among the participants. To the
extent that these affect and determine features of the language, they sug-
gest a primary distinction into colloquial and polite (‘formal’, which is
sometimes used for the latter, is here avoided because of its technical
sense in description). This dimension is unlikely ever to yield clearly
defined, discrete registers. It is best treated as a cline, and various more
delicate cuts have been suggested, with categories such as ‘casual’, ‘in-
timate’ and ‘deferential’. But until we know more about how the formal
properties of language vary with style, such categories are arbitrary and
provisional.

The participant relations that determine the style of discourse range
through varying degrees of permanence. Most temporary arc thosc
which are a feature of the immediate situation, as when the participants
are at a party or have met on the train. At the opposite extreme are
relations such as that between parents and children. Various socially
defined relations, as between teacher and pupil or labour and manage-
ment, lie somewhere intermediately. Some such registers may show more
specific formal properties than others: it is probably easier to identify on
linguistic evidence a situation in which one participant is serving the
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others in a shop than one involving lecturer and students in a university
classroom.

Which participant relations are linguistically relevant, and how far
these are distinctively reflected in the grammar and lexis, depends on
the language concerned. Japanese, for example, tends to vary along this
dimension very much more than English or Chinese. There is even
some formal difference in Japanese between the speech of men and the
speech of women, nor is this merely a difference in the probabilities of
occurrence. In most languages, some lexical items tend to be used more
by one sex than the other; but in Japanese there are grammatical fea-
tures which are restricted to the speech of one sex only.

It is as the product of these three dimensions of classification that we
can best define and identify register. The criteria are not absolute or
independent; they are all variable in delicacy, and the more delicate the
classification the more the three overlap. The formal properties of any
given language event will be those associated with the intersection of the
appropriate field, mode and style. A lecture on biology in a technical
college, for example, will be in the scientific field, lecturing mode and
polite style; more delicately, in the biological field, academic lecturing
mode and teacher to student style.

The same lecturer, five minutes later in the staff common room, may
switch to the field of cinema, conversational mode, in the style of a
man among colleagues. As each situation is replaced by another, so the
speaker readily shifts from one register to the next. The linguistic differ-
ences may be slight; but they may be considerable, if the use of language
in the new situation differs sharply from that in the old. We cannot list
the total range of uses. Institutional categories, unlike descriptive ones,
do not resolve into closed systems of discrete terms. Every speaker has
at his disposal a continuous scale of patterns and items, from which he
selects for each situation type the appropriate stock of available har-
monies in the appropriate key. He speaks, in other words, in many
registers.

He does not, normally, speak in many dialects, since a dialect rep-
resents the total range of patterns used by his section of the language
community. But he may, as a citizen of a nation, learn a second dialect
for certain uses, and even a third and a fourth. In Britain, choice of
dialect is bound up with choice of register in a way that is unique among
the language communities of the world: it is a linguistic error to give a
radio commentary on cricket in cockney or sing popular songs in the
Queen’s English. Many of the languages of older nations show some
such mutual dependence between dialect and register.

In the newer nations, this is less apparent; instead there is often a
tendency for the register to determine, not the choice of dialect, but the




156 M. A. K. Halliday

choice of language. Machine translation will in time make it possible
for each community to use its own language for all purposes. Mean-
while, in many parts of the world, it is necessary to learn a second lan-
guage in order to be equipped with a full range of registers; and foreign
language teaching has become one of the world’s major industries. By
the time when it is no longer necessary for anyone to learn a foreign
language in order to be a full citizen of his own community, it may well
be recognized as desirable for everyone to do so in order to be a citizen
of the world.

5

It is the individual who speaks and writes; and in his language ac-
tivity dialect and register combine. In the dialect range, the finer the
distinctions that are recognized, the smaller, in terms of number of
speakers, the unit which we postulate as the dialect community be-
comes. Eventually we reach the individual. The individual is, so to
speak, the smallest dialect unit: each speaker has his own IDIOLECT.

Even the homogeneity of the idiolect is a fiction, tenable only so long
as we continue to treat language SYNCHRONICALLY, in abstraction from
time. As soon as we consider DIACHRONIC varieties of language, tak-
ing in the dimension of persistence and change in time, we have to
recognize that changes take place not only in the transmission of lan-
guage from one generation to the next but also in the speech habits of
the individual in the course of his life.

Literacy retards linguistic change. But even in a community with a
high literacy rate we can usually observe some differences in speech
between successive generations. The individual member of the dialect
community may retain his own idiolect unchanged; or he may adopt
some features of the dialect of the next generation, even consciously
adjusting his language performance to incorporate the neologisms of the
young. At the least these will enter into his receptive use of language.
In this sense the smallest dialectal unit is not the individual but the
individual at a certain period in his life. Here we are approaching the
theorctical limit of delicacy on the dialect dimension.

In the register range, the countless situations in which language ac-
tivity takes place can be grouped into situation types, to which corres-
pond the various uses of language. A corpus of language text in a given
use is marked off by its formal properties as a register. Registers, like
dialects, can be more and more finely differentiated; here again we can
approach a theoretical limit of delicacy, at least in imagination, by pro-
gressive sub-classification of features of field, mode and style.
Ultimately, register and dialect meet in the single speech event. Here
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we have reached the UTTERANCE, the smallest institutional unit of lan-
guage activity. In arriving through dialect and register at the ‘piece of
activity’, we have completed the circuit which led from this in the first
place, via the description of substance and form, through context, to
language in use. Viewed descriptively, the speech event was the occur-
rence of a formal item ‘expounded’ in substance. Viewed institutionally,
it is an utterance in a situation, identifiable by dialect and register.

In the last resort, since each speaker and each situation is unique,
each single utterance is also itself unique. But, as we saw at the begin-
ning, the uniqueness of events is irrelevant to their scientific description,
which can only begin when different events are seen to be partially
alike. We become interested in one piece of language activity when we
can show that it has something in common with another.

It is possible to group together a limited number of utterances ac-
cording to what they have in common in dialect and register. One way
of so delimiting a language variety is to retrace our steps a little up
these two scales, to where we meet the individual as a participant in
numerous situations. We can then define a set of language events as the
language activity of one individual in one register. This intersection of
idiolect and register provides an institutional definition of individual
style.

Some registers are extremely restricted in purpose. They thus employ
only a limited number of formal items and patterns, with the result that
the language activity in these registers can accommodate little idiolectal
or even dialectal variety. Such registers are known as RESTRICTED LAN-
GUAGES. This is by no means a clearly defined category: some restricted
languages are more restricted than others. Extreme examples are the
‘International Language of the Air’, the permitted set of wartime cable
messages for those on active service, and the bidding code of contract
bridge. Less restricted are the various registers of legal and official doc-
uments and regulations, weather forecasts, popular song lyrics, and
verses on greeting cards. All these can still be regarded as restricted
languages.

The individual may still sometimes be recognizable even under the
impersonal uniformity of a restricted language. This is often due to
PARALINGUISTIC features: these are features, such as voice quality and
handwriting, which do not carry formal contrasts. (In languages in
which voice quality does carry formal contrasts it is not paralinguistic
but linguistic.) Such features, like the phonetic and phonological char-
acteristics by which an individual is sometimes marked out, will appear
in a restricted language just as in an unrestricted register. Occasionally
we even come across individual formal patterns in a restricted language:
there is the bridge player who expects her partner, but not her oppo-
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nent, to interpret correctly her private structural distinction between ‘one
club’ and ‘a club’.

Except in restricted languages, it is normally assumed that individuals
will differ in their language performance. In spoken registers the indi-
vidual may stand out within his own dialect community through idio-
syncratic phonetic habits. That he would of course stand out in a dialect
community other than his own is trivial, since it is no more relevant to
his linguistic individuality than the fact that an Englishman would stand
out in France by speaking English. Even phonology gives some scope to
individual variety: the present authors pronounce ‘transparent plastic’
in three phonologically different ways. Graphological practice is more
uniform: we no longer tolerate individual spelling, though punctuation is
allowed to vary somewhat.

Nevertheless, even in written registers the individual stands out. His
language is distinctive at the level of form. A person’s idiolect may be
identified, through the lens of the various registers, by its grammatical
and lexical characteristics. This is how we recognize the individual
qualities of a particular writer. All linguistic form is either grammar or
lexis, and in the first instance it is the grammatical and lexical features
of the individual writer’s language, together with a few features of punc-
tuation, that constitute his ‘style’.

Individual style, however, is linked to register. It is the writer's
idiolect, especially the grammar and lexis of the idiolect, in a given
register. Insofar as ‘style’ implies literary style, register here mecans
literary, including poetic, genre and medium. Style is thus linguistic
form in interrelation with literary form.

If we refer to ‘the style of Pope’ we presumably imply that there is
something in common to the language of the Essays, the Satires and
other works: that they constitute in some sense a single idiolect. In fact,
‘style’, like other, related concepts, must be recognized to be variable in
delicacy: each genre, and each individual work, has its style. If it is
assumed from the start that two texts are alike, the differences between
them may be missed or distorted. It is a sound principle of descriptive
linguistics to postulate heterogeneity until homogeneity is proved, and
the study of literary texts is no exception. By treating the Satires and the
Essays as different registers we can display the similarities as well as the
dissimilarities between them.

Literature forms only a small part of written language, but it is the
part in which we are most aware of the individual and most interested
in the originality of the individual’s language. At the same time it is of
the cssence of creative writing that it calls attention to its own form, in

the sense that unlike other language activity, written or spoken, it is
meaningful as activity in itself and not merely as part of a larger situa-
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tion: again, of course, without a clear line of demarcation. This remains
true whether or not the writer is consciously aiming at creating an indi-
vidual variety. Thus the linguistic uniqueness of a work of literature is
of much greater significance than the individuality of a variety of lan-
guage in any other use.

The language activity of one user in one use: this concept will serve
as the fundamental variety of a language. Such an individual variety is
a product of both dialect and register, and both are involved in its
study.

Dialectology is a long-established branch of linguistic studies. In
Britain, which has lagged notably behind other European countries and
the United States, large scale dialect survey work did not begin until
after the Second World War; but the three national surveys now being
conducted at the universities of Leeds, Edinburgh and Wales have
amassed a large amount of material and the first results are now in
course of publication.

Serious work on registers is even more recent in origin. Very large
samples of texts have to be subjected to detailed formal analysis if we
wish to show which grammatical and lexical features are common to all
uses of the language and which are restricted to, or more frequent in,
one or more particular register. Such samples are now being collected
and studied at University College London, in the Survey of English
Usage under the direction of Professor Randolph Quirk; and related
work is in progress at the universities of Edinburgh and Leeds. The
study of registers is crucial both to our understanding of how language
works and in application to literary analysis, machine translation and
native and foreign language teaching.

6

Languages in contact, dialects and registers are three of the major topics
of institutional linguistics. The fourth and last to be considered is the
observation of the attitudes of members of a language community to-
wards their language and its varieties. Here we mention briefly some of
the attitudes that are relevant to the present discussion, with commen-
tary where necessary.

Most communities show some reverence for the magical powers of
language. In some societies, however, this respect is mingled with, and
may be eclipsed by, a newer set of attitudes much more disdainful of
the language, or of a part of it. The value judgments that underlie these
attitudes may be moral or aesthetic, or they may rest on a pragmatic
appeal to efficiency. The degree of social sanction they carry varies
according to the language community; but whether the judgments and
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attitudes are social or individual, the individual expounding them fre-
quently claims objectivity for his opinions. A typical formulation is:
‘Obviously it is better (or: ‘Everybody agrees that it is better’) to say, or
write, this than that, because’ either ‘it’s clearer’ or ‘it sounds better’ or
‘it’s more correct’. Less common, and more sophisticated, are ‘because
the best people do it’ and ‘because I prefer it’.

The most far-reaching among such value judgments are those passed
on whole languages. Those who argue that it is necessary for English to
remain the language of government, law, education or technology in
former colonies sometimes claim, in support of their view, that the na-
tional languages are not suitable for these purposes. This reason is even
put forward by the native speaker of the languages concerned.

The arguements for and against the use of English in such situations
are complex; but this particular factor is irrelevant, because it is not
true. This misapprehension, that some languages are intrinsically better
than others, cannot just be dismissed as ignorance or prejudice; it is a
view held by people who are both intelligent and serious, and can bring
forward evidence to support it. Nevertheless it is wholly false and can
do a great deal of harm.

Essentially, any language is as good as any other language, in the
sense that every language is equally well adapted to the uses to which
the community puts it. There is no such thing as a ‘primitive’ language.
About the origins of language, nothing is known; there is merely a
tangle of conflicting speculation, none of it falling within linguistics.
But there is evidence that speech in some form goes back at least a
hundred thousand years, and quite certainly no society found in the
world today, or known to us in history, represents anything but a stage
long after language had become a fully developed form of social activ-
ity. If historians or anthropologists use ‘primitive’ as a technical term,
to designate a certain stage of social development, then the term may be
transferred to the language used by a community that is in that stage;
but it is not a linguistic classification and tells us nothing whatever
about the nature of the language concerned.

Among the languages in the world today, there is no recognizable
dimension of linguistic progress. No language can be identified as re-
presenting a more highly developed state of language than any other.
Worora, in Western Australia, is as well adapted to the needs of the
community which developed it as English is to our own. Neither lan-
guage could be transferred to the other society without some changes,
because the needs and activities are different; in both cases new lexical
items would have to be added. But only the lexis would be affected,
and only a portion of that. There would be no need for any changes
in the grammar., At most there might be a statistical tendency for certain
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grammatical changes to take place over a very long period; but no
simple change would be predictable in any given instance, none would
be bound to occur, and certainly none would be necessary to the con-
tinued efficiency of the language.

In other words, the changes that would be necessary in Worora, for
it to operate as a full language in the modern world, would be those
that were also necessary to English as it was before the modern period.
Middle English, even Elizabethan English, was not adapted to the needs
of a modern state either. One could no more describe an electronic
computer in Middle English than in Worora. Different languages have
different ways of expanding their lexis, determined by their own inter-
nal structure: Chinese, for example, coins scientific terminology in a
very different way from Japanese, being a language of a very different
type. But all languages are capable of incorporating the lexical additions
they require.

Whether or not it is economically feasible for the language of a very
small community to be used as a medium for all the purposes of the
modern world is of course an entirely different question, which each
community has the right to decide for itself. It is worth pointing out
that in the next generation machine translation will probably become
efficient enough, and cheap enough, to overcome the problem of trans-
tating all the material such a community would need to have translated
from other languages. Whatever considerations may affect the choice
of a language for science or administration in a newly independent na-
tion, this at least can be made clear: all languages are equally capable
of being developed for all purposes, and no language is any less qual-
ified to be the vehicle of modern science and technology than were
English and Russian some centuries ago.

A type of language that particularly attracts adverse value judgments
is the mixed language. As long as this remains a pidgin, it can be no-
body’s L1 and has not the status of a language; it exists only in certain
restricted varieties. But in those communities which have developed a
mixed language as their L1, the new language has thereby gained full
stature and become a completely effective medium of language activity.

In any case a creole is only an extreme result of a normal phenome-
non in the development of language: linguistic borrowing. There is no
reason why a language with such a history should be less effective than
any other. They are languages in the defined sense of the word; some
of them are already used as literary media, and they would be fully
viable as media of education and science. At present they tend to be
more discriminated against than languages with a more conventional
history. But there is no justification for discriminating against any lan-
guage whatever. In most parts of the world today, including Britain,
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there has to be some measure of linguistic policy and planning; decisions
may have to be taken, for example, to establish certain languages as the
national languages of a new nation. What matters is that the real issucs
and problems should not be allowed to become clouded by false notions
that one language may be objectively inferior to another.

Many speakers from communities whose language is in some or
other respect denied full status, while they would not maintain that their
own L1 was in any way inferior, and might vigorously reject such a
suggestion, nevertheless in their language activity, as speakers, accept
and thereby help to perpetuate its diminished status. In countries where
English, or some other L2, is the mark of education and social standing,
conversation in the government office or college staff common room
normally takes place in English. Alternatively, if the L1 is allowed into
these surroundings, no sentence in it is complete without at least one
item from English.

This is sometimes explained on the grounds that the speakers do not
share a common L1, as indeed they may not. It often is in countrics
which face a really difficult national language problem that a foreign
language flourishes as a lingua franca. As is well known, many speakers
from minority communities, whose language is not a strong candidate
for national status, so firmly oppose the claims of any other language
from within the country that they prefer to assign this status to a foreign
language, which at least has the merit of being neutral. Probably this is
at best a temporary solution; moreover there is reason to suggest that
shelving the problem makes it more difficult to solve in the future.

But the lacing of L1 utterances with L2 items is not confined to
multilingual societies. It is likely to happen wherever a foreign language
is a mark of social distinction and the sole medium of language activity
in certain registers. English probably occupies this position more than
any other language. There are of course no grounds on which the lin-
guist, who observes and describes this phenomenon, could object to it
as a use of language: it works. But he may also reasonably point out
that the use of English in situations for which the L1 is adequately
developed, and of English items in L1 utterances where L1 items arc
available, tends to inhibit the progress of the L1 towards regaining its
full status in the community.

7

Within our own language community, value judgments on English
as a whole are relatively rare. Occasionally one hears it compared un-
favourably with French, by those who subscribe to the myth, sedulously
kept alive by the French themselves, that French is a ‘more logical’
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language. What are extremely common, however, are value judgments
on varieties of English: sometimes referring to registers but principally to
dialects. The English language community, especially the British section
of it, is almost certainly unique in the extent to which its members pass
judgment on varieties of their language. One of the few other communi-
ties that at all resembles us in this respect is the French. The English
attitudes are of course bound up with the socio-regional character of
our dialects; as such, they are class attitudes rather than individual
attitudes. Nearly all the widely accepted value judgments can be traced
to this origin, though some reflect it more directly than others.

It is at the new urban dialects, the varieties of the standard language
with regional accent, that the most severe criticisms are levelled. The
original dialects, now confined to the rural areas, have become quaint.
They are tolerated; sometimes they may be praised, as ‘soft’, ‘pleasant’,
or even ‘musical’. And, somewhat inconsistently, though it is the rural
dialects which provide the only instances of pairs of mutually unintel-
ligible varieties remaining in England, it is often on grounds of incom-
prehensibility that criticism is directed at the urban dialects.

Perhaps the most frequent complaint is that formulated in various
terms implying some sort of linguistic decay. The urban dialects are
said to be ‘slovenly’, ‘careless’ or ‘degenerate’. Similar terms were used
about English and French in the nineteenth century, by those who re-
garded all recent linguistic change as a process of degeneration and
decay. It is implied, and sometimes stated explicitly, that in the urban
dialects there has been some loss of the communicative power of lan-
guage.

This is simply nonsense. All the dialects, including all forms of stand-
ard English, are subject to change, both through the normal tendency
of language to change and as a result of external factors such as move-
ment of populations. Rate of change in language varies considerably,
between different languages, between dialects, and at different times
and places; even at different levels within the same variety of a lan-
guage. English has altered rather strikingly over the last thousand years;
the dialect now functioning as standard English is one of those that has
changed the most, though it is difficult to measure comparative rates of
change very accurately.

To the way of thinking that these attitudes represent, probably the
slovenliest people in the world would be the French and the north Chi-
nese: Parisian and Pekingese are the result of a high rate of change
over long periods. There is no difference between the type of change
undergone by these two languages and that which has affected the
dialectal varieties of English, including the dialect that has become
standardized and its modern regional derivatives.
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There is actually no such thing as a slovenly dialect or accent. That
the dialect of Sheffield or Birmingham has evolved in a different direc-
tion from one’s own is hardly a matter for reproach, and anyone who
labels it ‘debased’ is committing two errors. First, he is assuming that
one type of standard English preserves an earlier variety of the language
from which others have deviated; this is not true. Second, he is claiming
that there is merit in this imagined conservation; if there was, such merit
might appropriately be claimed by the Italians, the Cantonese and the
Germans in reproach to their slovenly neighbours the French, the
Pekingese and the English.

Traditionally, this charge of debasement rested on straightforward
moral grounds: it was wrong and irresponsible to let the language fall
into decay. More recently the same imputed shortcoming has come to
be criticized from another point of view, that of the loss of efficiency.
Since the fault is imaginary, the grounds on which it is censured might
seem unimportant. But one comment at least is called for. Many people,
including for a time some linguists, have been taken in by the spurious
rigour of some pseudo-scientific ‘measurements’ of the ‘efficiency’ of lan-
guage. There is no evidence whatever that one language, or one variety
of a language, can be more efficient than another. Nor is there, either
in our intuitive judgment or yet in mathematics or linguistics, any means
of measuring whatever such efficiency might be. Information theory,
which has a place in the quantitative description of a language, implies
nothing about the relative efficiency of languages or the effectiveness
of language activity.

A second accusation has been brought against the urban dialects that
is somewhat different from that of slovenliness, in either its moral or its
utilitarian form. This is an aesthetic criticism. The dialects are labelled
‘harsh’, ‘grating’, ‘guttural’, — this probably refers to the higher frequen-
cy, in some varieties, of glottal closure unaccompanied by oral stops —
or simply ‘ugly’.

Here the person judging is on safer ground, if he means that he
personally does not like the sound of certain varieties of English: no
one can dispute that. The formulation may be a general one, but there
is a broad human tendency to generalize one’s prejudices, and we prob-
ably all know people who would not distinguish between ‘I dislike the
sound of Cardiff English’ and ‘Cardiff English is ugly’.

It is true that there is often a wide range of agreement in these aes-
thetic judgments. What is not realized, however, is that they are usually
learnt. An Indian brought up in the Indian musical tradition will not
agree with European judgments on Europecan music, and a European
who does not know the Chinese language and Chinese cultural values
does not appreciate — that is, agreec with Chinese judgments of — the
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sounds of Chinese poetry. Whether or not the adult ever does produce
an unconditioned aesthetic response, in general what we like is as much
a result of what we have learnt to like socially as of what we have grown
to like individually. In language, we know already that people from
different language communities respond quite differently to the aesthetic
qualities of the dialects of a given language: a Persian or a Japanese not
knowing English would be as likely to prefer Birmingham to RP as the
other way round. The chief factor in one’s evaluation of varieties of a
language is social conditioning: there is no universal scale of aesthetic
judgment. Those who dislike the Birmingham accent often do so be-
cause they know that their children will stand a better chance in life if
they do not acquire it.

It is thus the socio-regional pattern of English dialect distribution that
gives rise to both the aesthetic and the moral or pragmatic value judg-
ments on the urban and rural dialects, insofar as these judgments are
held in common by a large section of our language community. In many
countries such judgments either are not passed at all or, if they are, are
regarded both by those who pass them and by those who listen to them
as subjective expressions of personal taste. Foreign students in Britain
listen in polite wonder while their teatime hosts in Leeds or Manchester
explain how important it is that they should not copy the speech of their
landladies: ‘everybody agrees’, they are told, that this is an ugly, dis-
torted form of English.

Not everybody does agree, in fact: such views seem to be most gen-
eral among speakers of mildly regional varieties of Standard English.
But when these attitudes are shared by those who themselves speak the
dialect, and no other, they become rather harmful. A speaker who is
made ashamed of his own language habits suffers a basic injury as a
human being: to make anyone, especially a child, feel so ashamed is as
indefensible as to make him feel ashamed of the colour of his skin.

Various courses of instruction are available in spoken English, under
headings such as ‘Speech and Drama’, ‘Elocution’ and ‘Normal Voice
and Speech’. In general three different kinds of instruction take place.
The first is concerned with techniques of speaking on the stage and in
public; this is a form of applied phonetics, and is often very successful.
The second is concerned with personal attainments such as voice quality
and clarity in speech, and is often linked to aspects of social behaviour
under the general heading of ‘developing the personality’; these aspects
lie outside the scope of application of linguistics or phonetics.

In the third type of instruction, which is again applied phonetics, the
individual is taught to use some accent of English other than the one he
has acquired naturally. This may be for particular professional pur-
poses, as in the schools where dance-band leaders and pop singers can
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and Speech’; but the harnessing of two such differently conceived sub-
jects in a single course can only be likened to an attempt to combine
astronomy with domestic science, or perhaps rather chemistry with
alchemy.

8

The English tendency to linguistic intolerance is not confined to
strictures on the sounds of language. Value judgments also flourish in
grammar. In grammar, however, the features subjected to those judg-
ments are on the whole not dialectal. Many dialectal grammatical
patterns pass unnoticed in speech provided the speaker is using the
phonetics of RP: even such a markedly regional clause structure as that
exemplified by ‘they’ve never been to see us haven’t the Joneses’ is
tolerated in spoken English if the accent is an acceptable one. It would
not on the other hand be tolerated in writing.

In grammar we have a set of arbitrary prescriptions and proscriptions
relating to particular patterns and items. Some are applied to written
English only, others to both spoken and written. Neither the prescribed
nor the proscribed forms correspond to any particular regional varieties.
As with the dialectal prescriptions, there are various ways of giving a
bad name to the proscribed forms: they are called ‘slipshod’ and ‘crude’,
sometimes simply ‘wrong’. ‘Incorrect’, taken from a different register, is
sometimes used as if it was an explanation of ‘wrong’.

In this context ‘slipshod’ and ‘crude’ are meaningless, and a native
speaker of English who happened not to know which of a pair of forms
was approved and which censured would have no evidence whatsoever
for deciding. As effective language activity, there is nothing to choose
between ‘do it as I do’ and ‘do it like I do’, just as soup has the same
food value however it is eaten (or whether it is ‘eaten’ or ‘drunk’).
‘Wrong’ is a social judgment: what is meant is ‘the best people use this
form and not that form’. These are in effect social conventions about
language, and their function is that of social conventions: meaningless in
themselves, they exert cohesive force within one society, or one section
of a society, by marking it off from another.

As we have seen, all languages have formally distinct varieties. What
is unusual about the language situation in Britain is the extent to which
rules are consciously formulated for what is regarded as appropriate
grammatical behavior. Other communities have sometimes attempted
to impose patterns of linguistic form, generally without much success;
at the most, what is prescribed is the distinction between the spoken and
the written language, some forms being rejected as inappropriate to the
latter. Conventions in the spoken language are normally confined to
lexical taboos; certain items are not to be used before children, stran-
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gers or members of the opposite sex. In Britain, rules are made for
speech as well as for writing, and the speaker’s grammar contributes,
alongside his phonetics and phonology, to his identification on the social
scale.

Since ‘incorrect’ linguistic behaviour whether dialectal or otherwise
may be counted against one in many situations, the solution chosen by
many speakers, in face of the prevalent attitudes, is to acquire a second
idiolect. Indeed so strong is the feeling that there are correct and incor.
rect forms of linguistic behaviour that if one asks, as the present writers
have asked many groups of university students, ‘what is the purpose of
the teaching of English in English schools? a frequent answer is ‘to
teach the children to speak and write correct English’. The old observa-
tion that parents in the new dialect regions send their children to school
so that they can be taught to ‘talk proper’ is by no means out of date,
The subject of native language teaching is taken up in Chapter 8; suf-
fice it to say here that if children have to learn new speech habits, it is
the social attitude to their dialect, and no fault of the dialect itself, that
is forcing them to do this: at least they need not be taught that their
own speech is in some way inferior or taboo.

Some voices are raised against the prevailing attitudes, and some of
the rules are occasionally called into question. Priestley once wrote, in
English Journey (London, Heinemann in association with Gollancz,
1934, p. 290), “Standard English is like standard anything else — poor
tasteless stuff.” Hugh Sykes-Davies, in Grammar Without Tears
(London, The Bodley Head, 1951, pp. 131-2), suggested reversing the
polarity of prescription and proscription: “the use of the indirect cases
of who should be avoided wherever possible by putting the preposition
at the end of the sentence, and making that the relative, or omitting the
pronoun altogether. It is better to say ‘the man I found the hat of’ than
‘the man whose hat I found’”. But here the speaker is still being told
how to behave; there is still a right and a wrong in language.

Serious interest in dialectal varieties of the language is fostered by
such bodies as the Yorkshire Dialect Society, which publishes both liter-
ary work in, and academic studies of, the Yorkshire dialects, urban as
well as rural. Detailed surveys of the dialects of England, Wales and
Scotland are, as has been mentioned, now well advanced. The Linguis-
tic Survey of Scotland takes account of urban varieties of Scots; and
although the English Dialect Survey has not yet turned its attention to
the new dialects in England this is because the original, now rural,
dialects are fast disappearing and must be recorded first. And teachers
and university students seem to be becoming increasingly aware of the
artificial and arbitrary nature of the conventional notions of ‘good Eng-
lish’ and ‘bad English’.
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Interwoven with the highly prescriptive attitudes towards the lin-
guistic behaviour of individuals is a strong protective feeling for the
language as a whole. Unlike the selective judgments, which are rare
among language communities, the defensive ‘leave our language alone’
attitude is very commonly found. Perhaps the most striking instance of
this in Britain is the fierce resistance to any suggestions for spelling
reform. So strongly is the feeling against it that it seems unlikely at
present that any orthographic revision of English will be undertaken for
a long time.

Not all language communities are equally conservative in this respect.
The Chinese, whose traditional orthography is even more difficult to
master than ours, and is a serious barrier to the learning of the standard
language, have recently embarked on what is probably the most far-
reaching programme of script reform ever attempted in any language
community. Intense interest was aroused from the start; and although
this was by no means all favourable, some tens of thousands of sugges-
tions, and over six hundred reformed scripts, were submitted to the
committee which first drafted the new proposals.

It has been argued that if the English expect their language to operate
as an international medium they should consider reforming the script in
the interests of foreign learners. On the other hand any project for doing
so would face enormous difficulties. The linguist, as a linguist, does not
take sides in this issue, though as a private citizen he may; but he is
qualified to act as a consultant, and to make suggestions as to how best
to revise the orthography if it is once decided to do so. Apart from this,
the role of linguistics at this stage is to help clear the air for rational
discussion of the problem, as of all the other problems that are raised
by the complex and deep-rooted attitudes of the members of a language
community towards their language.

From: Haliday, M. A. K., McIntosh, Angus, and Strevens, Peter, The Linguistic
Sciences and Language Teaching (London, Longmans, 1964). Reprinted with
permission.




