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Em:&ml is unmotivated: that is to say arbitrary in relation to its signification
[signified], with which it has no natural connection in relation’ (Saussure, 1966:
mov.. You might be thinking that signifiers do have a natural oo::mnzm: with
their signifieds, for example, in the case of onomatopoeic words, those we
use Eﬁ sounds, like what animals make, However, while a bee in English will
buzz, in Japanese, its sound is represented by ‘boon boon' This shows that
there is no straightforward connection between concepts and sounds. Even
the sounds of the natural world that we might assume are heard in the same
way by everybody are represented differently by different languages. At best
such examples of animal noises and the like are marginal cases of how _m:._
guage reflects meaning and depend on conventional associations (especially
when written) or the speaker’s ability to imitate the noise made by the animal,
There is more to Saussure’s work than his contributions on signs. He is also
usually credited with being the founder of structuralism, which had great influ-
ence on linguistics, literary criticism and the social sciences. We'll look at struc-
turalism when we consider signs later in the chapter. But recall that in Chapter 1
we established that language is a system; systems have rules, and these rules
structure the language. The system of language allows us to talk about and
represent the world around us. But just as the relationship between word and
meaning is arbitrary, so too is the way that language divides up the world,

2.2.1 Different kinds of language

m.mcmmca distinguishes three kinds of language. Recall in Chapter 1 we
discussed the difficulties of knowing exactly what we mean when we talk
about 'language’ The three aspects Saussure identifies help with some of
these difficulties. The first of these is ‘langage, which has been translated as
‘human speech;, including its psychological and physical aspects, belonging
both to the individual and to societies, It is the most general category and is
composed of the following two aspects, which will be.our focus here. These
two parts of langage’ are langue’ and ‘parole’ You can think of langue as
no:._nmﬁm:nm and parole as performance (both in Chomsky’s terms that we
discussed in Chapter 1). The former is the overarching language system, the
latter being individual use of language. While they are treated as mmvmﬂmﬁ_m by
Saussure, they are also closely linked.

Langue is the system that makes parole possible: In so far as langue
makes speech possible, it has a social element. As we'll see when we look
:.66 at definitions of signs, the social and conventional agreement on how
Signs are constructed is crucial. You can think of langue as the rules of the
game, the entire system, including the building codes: discussed in Chap-
ter 1 together with communicative competence. Saussure provides a musical
metaphor, He compares:langue to a symphony written for an orchestra and
vm:.u__m to the performance of the symphony. The quality or nature of the com-
position is not related to how a particular orchestra may perform it (1966; 1 8).

While individuals draw on langue every time they use language, they
don't have direct access to langue. Langue is ‘not complete in any speaker;
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it exists perfectly only within a collectivity' (Saussure, 1966: 12). We can only
talk about langue ‘sensibly if we have a community of speakers. You can't
have a language all by yourself. This is why there is a social-aspect to langue.

Every instance of language in the world, all actual utterances, is parole.
As speakers, we perform parole acts. While as speakers of a language we

rely on shared understanding (accounted for by langue), as individuals, we

can do things with language that haven't been done before. You can con-
struct a sentence that'is so odd that you can be pretty confident that no
one else has ever said or written it. For example, ‘The surly clouds gathered
their amusing faces and spat furiously on my new chartreuse-coloured coat’
While this is a slightly poetic example (representing clouds as people, with
faces and moods), because of langue, the system we all share, you should
be able to understand this original parole act.

It is the relationship between langue and parole that is important. The
system- and rules of langue can change. These changes are very slow and
may take hundreds of years. Individuals start using a new word, or an existing
word in a new way (all these usages are parole), and other language users
understand and adopt this. When this new linguistic behaviour is well estab-
lished; we can say that the new form has become part of langue, one that we
all understand. The last part is important; the new behaviour has to become
recognised and conventional, such that other people understand it. That is,
acts of parole draw on and contribute to the abstract system of langue. As
Saussure puts it, ‘Language has an individual aspect and a social aspect.
One is not conceivable without the other' (1966: 8). The distinction between
langue and parole, however, allows us to think through their differences,
while understanding that they are linked. It allows us to understand how
language use can be individual and original and yet still be communicative.

While this is only a model, it is a useful one, as it helps: us understand
how language enables us to communicate and how language changes. It is
the level of parole that we are normally most concerned with in this book, at
least as a starting point. There are a number of reasons for this. The first, and
most important, is that we don't have direct access to langue. While it would
be very convenient if it were the case, langue is not a big book somewhere
with all the codes written down. These codes are the same ‘building codes’
we referred to in Chapter 1. The only access that we have to the codes of
langue is through the particular uses of language, that is, parole. From this
evidence, we can try to map what the code is.

The second reason we focus on parole is that as sociolinguists, we're
primarily interested in how people use language. The creative aspect of lan-
guage means that speakers will always do things that are different, new and
surprising. The concept of langue and its relationship with parole allows us
to describe and account for this.

Because instances of parole both draw on and contribute to langue, as
individual speakers, we have some power over what langue contains, Were we
all to decide to call ‘bread’ 'dice) for example, eventually that would become
part of langue. Yet, while many speakers might not make conscious decisions
to change linguistic signs, change nevertheless occurs (see Section 1.3.3).



) oW I MINY FBEFREDCIVIALIVIV

2.2.2 Signs and structure

We have described how a sign needs both a signifier and a signified to be a sign.
In this model of meaning, Saussure postulates that a sign needs other signs in
order to have meaning. He suggests ‘Signs function, then, not through their intrin-
sic value but through their relative position' (Saussure, 1966: 1 18). That is, the
meaning of a linguistic sign depends on its relation to other signs. It may be useful
to think of this relation using a spatial metaphor, where the meaning-of each sign
is contained in a space. The space that signs occupy fits together, such that if a
space is occupied by one sign, it means that same space can't be occupied by
another. In the example of traffic signs earlier, we could say that ‘red means 'stop’
because ‘green’ means ‘go’ and amber/yellow means something else. In this con-
text, the meaning of ‘red’ depends-on what it does not mean (‘go).

Consider, for example some linguistic signs that are related, that are in
the same semantic field:

COLLEAGUE, ASSOCIATE, FRIEND, ACQUAINTANCE, MATE, COMPANION

All of these linguistic signs say something about a relationship. While these
might all be considered synonyms to some degree, which word a person would
use to refer to another person depends on the kind of relationship they have,
Further, referring to someone as an ‘acquaintance’ will be interpreted in light of
the fact that the word ‘friend’ was not used, Likewise, we can say that ‘mate’
means what it does because it does not mean ‘friend’ ‘associate) ‘colleague’ or
‘companion’ We can say that the space a sign occupies that is, what it means, is
delineated by the spaces all other signs leave behind: ‘in language... whatever
distinguishes one sign from the others constitute it (Saussure, 1966: 121).

Understanding that this is how words have meanings is important, as it
demonstrates the importance of which choices are made. Because “riend'
and ‘acquaintance' occupy different spaces and mean different things, it
matters if we describe someone as one or the other. It changes. the repre-
sentation we are making of the world and the people in it.

The way we've been talking about langue may seem all encompassing
and monolithic as if we're talking about the langue of the whole English lan-
guage. If we included the whole English language, we'd be considering all
the different varieties of English: British, American, Australian, Indian, Sin-
gaporean and so on. Depending on the kinds of questions we're asking, this
may make sense. But in thinking about how to use language in a particular
context, it only really makes sense to include specific varieties. For example,
in Indian English, ‘wallah' refers to a tradesperson or worker, usually of a par-
ticular kind that is specified in the first part of a compound noun phrase. Thus,
‘taxiwallah’ is a taxi driver. While in the abstract langue that encompasses
all English ‘wallah’ would jostle for semantic space with ‘fradesperson’ and
other similar terms, in other parts of the English-speaking world, it may not
be relevant as a sign at all. It would simply be a sound, as there would be no
conventional linking of this signifier (wallah’) to a signified. Thus when con-
sidering the relationship between various signs, we need to know which signs
and relationships are relevant in the communicative context we'ra lnakinna at

LANUUAUE, 1MVVLNI AND KEFHEDENIALIVIY

We can talk about these changes over time with the following terms: syn-
chronic and diachronic. The first, synchronic; refers to a particular point in
time. That is, we can consider the state of a language at a particular point and
describe it and the variation found in it The second, diachronic, refers to con-
sidering a language over an extended period of time. A diachronic perspective
means that we consider how language has changed from one point in time to
another. In English, for example, around the 14th century, ‘girl' was used to refer
to a child of either sex (Oxford English Dictionary), but now it only refers to a
female child. In Irish English, however, ‘girl’ still refers to a child of either sex.

We need to appreciate both diachronic and synchronic aspects to under-
stand language, as language ‘always implies both an established system and
an evolution; at every moment it is an existing institution and a product of the
past (Saussure, 1966: 8). We'll see in later chapters that changes over time
(diachronic) and comparing variation in language at a particular time (syn-
chronic) are crucial if we're to understand how people are using language
and what the significance of any use may be.

\ 0 . .
Find an etymological dictionary (like the Oxford English Dictionary), and

trace the history of the meanings of 'troll, ‘thug’ or ‘hysteria’!

o

2.3 LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY

Linguistic diversity recognises that languages differ in their Uc_a__:@ codes
(Chapter 1) and the lexemes they contain. Thinking about the differences
between lexemes is a good place to start. Linguistic diversity is very easy to
see at the level of the word (or sign). These differences are a source of interest
to linguists and the general public alike. For example, recently in-the UK and in
the US (Gonzalez, 2017), there has been a great deal of discussion about the
Danish verb ‘hygge’ and the related adjective ‘hyggeligt. The claim is that this
word is both untranslatable to English and a key part of Danish culture. Levi-
son (2013) glosses hygge as ‘pleasant togetherness’ and provides a detailed
semantic explication of the word. It is hardly surprising that different languages
have different ways of describing the world. The level of popular and commer-
cial interest in the concept (Higgins, 2016) is interesting, but the important
questions for linguists are' how significant are these differences and what do
they mean? An example that may be more familiar is the myth that ‘Eskimos’
have hundreds of words for snow. This myth is based on a misrepresentation
of the linguistic evidence and a misunderstanding of the concept of linguistic
diversity (Pullum, 1991). Because the proliferation of lexemes.in a particular

semantic field continues to attract much interest among the general public, it
ic all tha mare imnortant that we ninderstand what linanistic diversitv is.

@
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It was recently reported that the Scots language has 421 words for snow
(Scotsman, 2015).

You can compare English words for snow and Scots words for snow
by consulting an online historical thesaurus.

http://historicalthesaurus.arts.gla.ac.uk/

Do alf the terms refer only to snow? Are they all in current use?

J

© Russell Hugo

Image 2.1 ‘Eskimo’

2.3.1 Semantics

Linguistic diversity is very often discussed in terms of lexical items (like
words for snow). indeed, this is a very useful way of understanding the differ-
ences between languages and how languages can develop. Here we con-
sider the semantic field of friendship' in order to see some of this diversity in
more detail and to understand what it means-more broadly.

We begin with new words developing in Swedish to describe the kinds
of relationships that people have (Baer, 20186),

a sambo: someone with whom you are in a long-term romantic relation-
ship and live with _

b sérbo: a long-term partner with whom you don't live

¢ kombo: a friend you live with

d  mambo: parents you live with

_:moam<m:.m¢mm&m:@_mm:;:mo:ownmmmﬁ._._mc_mdnolmvéogaUm ‘girtfriend;
‘hrndriend! ar ‘narnar Rit nana ~f Hhoana fadiomka ~ <L —e 4 is 5 . N
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Having different terms for friendship and other relationships is not
unusual. In Russian, as Wierzbicka (1997: 57-71) outlines, there are-a num-
ber of terms for ‘friend"

Drug: a veryclose friend

Podruga: a close friend, but less close than ‘drug’

Prijatel' (Fem, prijatePnica): a more distant friend, perhaps the closest to
the English ‘friend’

Znakomyj (Fem. znakomaja): an even more distant friend but closer
than ‘acquaintance’

Wierzbicka provides detailed explications of these concepts. But for our pur-
poses, what is important to note is that the Russian terms and the Swedish
terms do not match exactly the English terms for these concepts.

2.3.2 Syntax

Just as languages encode semantic differences invarious ways, grammati-
cal systems also vary. In English, word order is important for meaning. ‘Alex
greeted Chris' means something different to ‘Chris greeted Alex' English has
what is called an SVO order (Subject, Verb, Object). But not all languages
follow this order and not all languages rely on word order for meaning.

In 1982, Romero-Figueroa gathered linguistic data from the Warao lan-
guage (spoken in parts of Venezuela). He argues that in Warao, it is usual
to have the following word order: O(object) S(subject) V(verb). The default
word order is OSV. He provides the following example.

Example 2.1

a erke hube  abun-ae
Enrigue snake bite PAST
‘A snake bit Henry (Engrique).

b mahanoko atamo ine nao-ya
my house OBL. ! come PRES.
‘I come from my home'.
(Romero-Figueroa, 1985: 120)

We can see in the second line of in Example 2.1 that the verb comes last and
that the object (Henry' and ‘my home') come before the subject (A snake’ and ).

An example of a language that does not always rely on word order is
Greek. While SVO structure is common, it is not required.2

Example 2.2

a |papia pige sti limni
The duck went3sg to-the pond
‘The duck went to the pond.

b stilimni pige i papia

Looan N
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Greek can have these different word orders for two reasons. First, verb

forms in Greek contain information about the subject of the verb. So, when a

Greek speaker hears/sees ‘pige’, they know there is a third person singular
subject. Including this information in verbs means it is not always necessary
to specify a subject because this information is encoded in the verb. Sec-
ondly, the nouns (the subject and object) also contain information to indicate
which noun is the subject and which is the object.

How does a Greek speaker know which word order to use? The choice
of what to put first depends on-what is already known in the conversation. If
people in a conversation had been talking about the duck and wanted to say
something new about it, they would use example (a). The noun ‘duck’ comes
first because it is given information - it is already known about as a topic
of discussion. The pond, however, and the fact that the duck went there is
new information. If the pond was the current topic of conversation, then
speakers might choose example (b), as the pond is given information while
the duck is new. This means that in answer to the question ‘Where did the
duck go? we would respond (a) in Greek. While if someone was asked,
‘What happened at the pond? they would choose (b). -

Linguistic diversity is interesting and valuable for a.number of reasons.
First, it makes clear that languages differ in their structure and content, Sec-
ond, looking at the range of diversity in structure and content tells us some-
thing about language more generally. It was long thought, for example, that
no languages followed an OSV or OVS structure. However, in the latter parts
of the 20th century, such languages were documented. Had they died out
before they had been documented, linguists would have come to incorrect

conclusions about what is possible in language (see Palosaari and Camp-
bell, 2011).

2.4 THE SAPIR-WHORF HYPOTHESIS

It is worth saying at the outset that although the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis
(SWH) is generally referred to as a ‘hypothesis, it is not, strictly speaking,
a hypothesis, as that would suggest the SWH could be testable through a
scientific investigation. Further, some aspects of the SWH (called the strong
version of the SWH) do not have much standing among linguists. However,
there are still important insights to be gained from it. Specifically, it can help
us understand how ideology and language interact.

2.4.1 Linguistic relativism and determinism

The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis relies on linguistic diversity, as it considers what
meanings we can attribute to this variation. The argument is that because of
some aspects of linguistic diversity, different languages represent the world
differently and that has consequences for how people see reality and think
about the world. Sapir writes, ‘The worlds in which different societies live are

LANGUAGE, THOUGHT AND REPRESENTATION

distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels attached .. .
(1958 [1929]: 69). Sapir -was an anthropological linguist and, as such,
encountered the different ways languages represent the world. The SWH
suggests that the language that people speak has an influence on the way
they see the world (reality) and also how they think. That is, linguistic diver-
sity is not just about differences among languages; the claim is that these
differences have consequences.

In-its simplest form, the SWH claims that the language we speak has
an influence on the way we think. This is controversial in a number of ways.
The first thing to consider is how much of an influence language might have

.on thought. The 'strong’ interpretation. of the SWH is often called linguistic

determinism, meaning that the language you speak determines the way
you think:3 This suggests that if there is concept that your language does
not have a word for, it is.impossible for.you to imagine it. This is the con-
cept that underlies the language called ‘Newspeak' that is a feature of the
world described in George Orwell's novel 71984. In this fictional world, the
government -provides inhabitants with- Newspeak, a very specific stock of
words that are supposed to be used in very specific ways. The government
believes that by forcing the citizens to use Newspeak, the citizens will think
and behave in the way that the government wishes them to.

But, as we've seen in Chapter 1, language allows us to create new
meanings, whether these are words for new objects, concepts or items of
specialist language. These days, the idea that a language completely deter-
mines.thought is strongly questiened. It is easy to see why. If linguistic deter-

minism were true, it would be very difficult to create new words (how could

the need for them be identified?). It would also be impossible to understand
concepts in. other languages (like ‘hygge”).

The question then becomes, does language influence thought and
behaviour in any way at all? Benjamin Whorf, who was an amateur linguist
and fire inspector, argued that there was some connection between them.
In his work, he noticed that people behave according to the way things
are labelled rather than. in terms of what they really are. The best-known
example from his work as a fire inspector is the way individuals threw ciga-
rette butts into oil drums labelled ‘empty. Even though ‘empty’ may signal
a benign absence, in the case of oil and other flammable materials, even a
small amount of residual material in the functionally ‘empty’ container can be
anything but benign. As Whorf puts it, ‘the “empty” drums are perhaps the
more dangerous, since they contain explosive vapour' (1954: 198). Despite
the very real danger, the ‘empty’ sign appeared to encourage risky behaviour.

Linguistic relativism, the version of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis that
does seem plausible, is much less confining than linguistic determinism. It
suggests that language, as in the case of ‘empty’ in Whorf's'example, does
influence the way we think. However, if the connection between language
and thought is not absolute (as determinism would have it), then how far
does it go? it might help to think of linguistic relativism as relating to how
‘language influences the way we normally think; rather than language deter-
mining thought. The linguist John Lucy uses the phrase ‘habitual cognition’

33
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(Lucy, 2005: 303) to demonstrate that linguistic determinism is.not the way
to explain the connection between language and thought. That is,

the broader view taken here is not that languages completely or per-
manently blind speakers to other aspects of reality. Rather they pro-
vide speakers with a systematic. default bias in their habitual response
tendencies.

(Lucy, 2005: 307)

Lucy argues that the signs and structure of language influence thought.
This is a much more modest argument than that of linguistic determinism, It
is-also incredibly useful, not just in comparing different languages and how
they represent the world, but also in paying attention to more localised and
specialised language use within a language. For example, some groups of
English speakers will also have a routine way of describing something that
others don't.

Habitual modes of thinking can be very important. Obviously habits can
be changed, but to do so takes effort and will. Moreover, generally, we're not

aware of our habits of thought. Have you ever considered it unusual that.

we describe space in terms of 'left and ‘right, ‘ahead’ and ‘behind, that is,
in relation to a forward-facing body? You probably haven't, since this seems
normal; it is habitual. In some languages, space and location are described
in relation to compass points, that is, whether something is ‘north' or ‘south’
This is certainly a habit that we all could learn, but it would take time before
it was habitual. Until then, we would probably think in terms of ‘left"and *right’
and then (with the aid of a mental compass) ‘translate’ into the new system.

2.4.2 Numbers and things

John Lucy argues that the language we speak influences our habits of
thought.‘Lucy has spent a great deal of time researching Yucatec, a lan-
guage spoken.in Mexico. Comparing the language with English, it is possible
to find @ number of differences. One of these is the way that numbers are
used. In English, in order to indicate a different number of items, we simply
modify the noun, for example: ‘one cup’, ‘two cups’ and so on. In Yucatec,
when a numeral is used, it ‘must be accompanied by a special form, usually
referred to as a numeral classifier which typically provides crucial informa-
tion about the shape or material properties of the referent of the noun’ (Lucy,
1996: 50).

Example 2.3
un- t2’fit kib = one long thin candle
(Lucy, 1996: 50)

We see in Example 2.3 that specifying ‘one’ candle is not enough. A speaker
also has to specify something about the object being. counted. Lucy argues
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semantically unspecified as to essential quantifications unit, ‘almost as if [the
nouns] referred to unformed substances’ (1996: 50). He therefore suggests
that for Example 2.3, it is possible to understand ‘kib’ not as ‘candle’ but as
‘wax' 50 that the gloss would be ‘one long thing wax' (1996: 50), As Lucy
points out, we do a similar kind of thing with some mass nouns. If we want to
talk about a lot of flour; we don't say two flours’ but rather, ‘two cups of flour'
or something like that, For those of us not literate in Yucatec or its Culture,
it might be difficuft to assess Lucy’s argument. But Lucy designed a nice
experiment that may assist,

When Yucatec speakers are asked to classify different objects, they seem
to have a preference for focussing on the material of the object Thus, if asked
to pick the ‘odd one out’ from a wooden comb, a plastic comb and a wooden
bowl, the Yucatec speaker is more likely to identify the plastic comb. An English
speaker, in contrast, is more likely to focus on the shape of the objects (and
thus identify the bow! as the odd one out). That is, because Yucatec speakers
are forced to pay attention to the material features of an object in‘order to give
an appropriate numeral classifier, it makes  sense that this aspect of objects
might be important. As Lera Boroditsky puts it, ‘Languages force us to attend
to certain aspects of our experience by making them grammatically obligatory.
Therefore, speakers of different languages may be biased to attend to and
encode different aspects of their experience while speaking' (2001: 2).

Of course, these habits can be changed: English speakers can also pay
attention to the material of an object. But all things being equal, this is not
what the categories of English ask us to do. So while we can do it, we don't
do it as a habit.

35
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On Twitter, you can find a hashtag called #MoreAccurateNameFor, Do
be aware that some of the terms are rather explicit. But the following are
some examples of ‘more accurate names for' things that Twitter users
have suggested. Do they make sense to you? If you used them all the
time, would it change the way you think about the thing?

Water snowman'’s blood

Liar not a reliable source of information
Gloves  finger pants

Shoes foot bags

Toddler  drawer emptier

Hashtag agenda shoehorn

Grass earth carpet

-

2.5 ONE LANGUAGE, MANY WORLDS

Even in a single language like English, there are many ways. of representing
the world. These representations are often the result of particular habitual
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