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Sociolinguistics and the theory of grammar
 
RICHARD HUDSON
Abstract 
Sociolinguists have discovered a great deal about the social distribution of particular expressions, and the question arises as to what, if anything, structural linguists should do with these findings. I argue that we should be trying to develop a theory of language structure in which the findings can be accommodated, though sociolinguistic observations of speech will be reflected only indirectly in the structural linguist's grammar of competence. I suggest that facts about social distribution are similar to facts about word meaning and can be described most satisfactorily in terms of participant relations such as 'actor' and a hierarchy of process types. On the other hand, social distribution cannot be taken as a part of semantics, because the objects under analysis are not meanings but the linguistic expressions themselves. This seems to point to a theory of language structure in which boundaries between components are relatively unimportant, such as word grammar. 
1  Introduction 
1.1 Sociolinguistics and structural linguistics 
 It is 20 years since the publication of Labov's Ph.D. thesis on sociolinguistic variation in New York City (Labov 1966), and since then a vast amount has been learned about the social distribution of particular linguistic expressions - sounds, inflections, words, constructions. The 'social distribution' of an expression includes facts about who uses it and about how often and under what circumstances they use it. 
 
Meanwhile, structural linguists have gone on developing their theories of language structure, such as government-binding theory (Chomsky 1981, 1982), generalized phrase-structure grammar (Gazdar et al. 1985) and lexical functional grammar (Bresnan 1982). It would be fair to say that none of these mainstream theories pays any attention whatsoever to what sociolinguists have been discovering. 
It is true that a variety of 'functional' theories of language structure have been developed during this period (for example, Dik 1978; Van Valin and Foley 1980; Halliday 1985), but the 'function' that these theories stress (in contrast with the mainstream theories) is that of communicating semantic content. (The sense of the word 'function' in the name 'lexical functional grammar' is even further from the idea of 'sociolinguistic function'.) None of these theories, whether mainstream or not, seems to offer an easy way to include in a grammar such commonplace facts about sociolinguistic distribution as the fact that the word tummy is typically used by or to a child, unlike its synonym stomach. 
Some linguists have of course tried to bridge the gap between empirical sociolinguistics and theoretical structural linguistics, but I think it would be widely agreed that they have not been very successful. Indeed, if we measured success by their impact on the development of mainstream structural linguistics, I think it would be fair to say that they had failed totally. The attempts of which I am aware
 all involve some version of transformational grammar (and/or generative phonology) - Labov's variable rules (for example, Labov 1969; Cedergren 1972; Cedergren and Sankoff 1974; Sankoff 1978), Bickerton's polylectal grammars (Bickerton,1972a, 1972b, 1975), and Klein and Dittmar's 'variety grammar' (Klein and Dittmar 1979). These theories have all received a good deal of serious criticism (for example, Bickerton 1971, Kay and McDaniel 1979, and Hudson 1980a: 181ff, on variable rules; Sankoff 1977 and Hudson 1980a: 184ff, on polylectal grammars; and Hudson 1980b on variety grammar), but in any case the theories of language structure on which they were based have now been revised radically, for example, through a great reduction in the number and role of transformations. So even if they had been on the right lines, they would have been sorely in need of revision. 
Let us assume, then, that none of the theories which I have mentioned so far allows sociolinguists to add their findings to a grammar of the language concerned. How should we react to this fact? On the one hand, we could accept it as both right and inevitable, on the grounds that the findings of sociolinguists do not belong in a synchronic grammar any more than (say) facts about the earlier states of the same language do. This view is widespread among structural linguists (though I suspect it is less widespread among sociolinguists) and can be exemplified by the following quotation: 
Knowing the conditions under which it would be appropriate to greet the Prime Minister with Wotcher mate seems to us no more a linguistic matter than knowing the conditions under which it would be appropriate to wink at him. Both would be treated within the study of human behavior, rather than within the study of linguistic knowledge. We would also maintain that register variation is irrelevant to linguistic theory even when what appears to be a single word changes its meaning from one register to another [e.g. abortion as used by the laywoman and as used by a doctor]. Within the framework we are proposing, the grammar of [a person who could use the word in either sense] should treat the word abortion as ambiguous, but it will be his encyclopedic knowledge which tells him which sense is appropriate to which occasion (Smith and Wilson 1979: 194). 
On the other hand, we could regret the division between sociolinguistics and grammar as neither right nor inevitable. It is wrong because sociolinguistic facts about linguistic expressions belong naturally with other kinds of facts about them, including those to do with their 'structural' relations to other expressions. And it is avoidable because it is possible to develop a theory in which both kinds of fact, the 'sociolinguistic' and the 'structural', can be accommodated within the grammar. 
1.2 Structural and sociolinguistic facts 
 Let us start by considering the question of rightness, in relation to the quotation from Smith and Wilson (1979). In this quotation two sociolinguistic facts are referred to: 
Fact A1. The word wotcher (a greeting used in certain parts of Britain) is not suitable for use when addressing a superior. (A similar fact about mate is also referred to.) 
Fact A2. The word abortion can have two different meanings, each associated with a different kind of 'register': in a medical register it means the same as the lay term miscarriage, but in a lay register it is a miscarriage which has been artificially induced. 
Let us assume that both these statements are roughly correct. According to Smith and Wilson they are facts of a quite different natural type from facts like the following: 
Fact B1. The first sound segment of wotcher is /w/. 
Fact B2. The word abortion is a noun.
There is clearly at least one difference between these two pairs of facts, namely that Bl and B2 refer to nothing but what we may reasonably call 'linguistic concepts' - linguistic expressions of various sizes (words and sound segments) and degrees of generality (particular words and word classes). Facts like these are the traditional object of study of structural linguistics, so we may call them 'structural' facts; but we must beware of assuming in advance that the other kinds of fact lack structure. In contrast, Al and A2 relate linguistic concepts to nonlinguistic concepts ('a superior', 'a doctor', 'a lay person'). These facts we can call 'sociolinguistic', so we may assume that it is possible to distinguish (though perhaps only in clear cases) between 'sociolinguistic' and 'structural' facts. 
However, the thrust of the quotation is, I take it, that this distinction relates to other differences which are of a fundamental nature, sufficiently fundamental to make it right and proper to treat them separately. The point at issue here is precisely whether there are any such associated differences, but unfortunately the debate cannot even start because those who claim that there are associated differences give no examples which one could address. One could imagine evidence, for example, that the two kinds of fact are processed or learned differently, or that they have different types of structural properties. I know of no serious attempt to offer such evidence. 
1.3  Competence, performance, and individuals 
One view which must be mentioned here, though it is rarely made explicit, is that sociolinguistic facts are facts about speech - that is, about particular events in time - while structural facts are about the permanent structure of the language. In other words, the two kinds of facts are respectively concerned with parole and with langue, or, in psychological terms, with performance and with competence. 
This view is totally misleading, however. It is of course possible and legitimate to study bodies of utterances as a matter of methodology, and it happens that this is particularly common in sociolinguistics, but it is also a respectable part of the methodology of structural linguistics. And in both cases, the study may lead to nothing but a set of generalizations about the corpus studied; again, this probably happens more often in sociolinguistics than in structural linguistics, but it is also quite common in the latter. Consequently we can see that there is no essential connection between sociolinguistics and the study of performance, or between structural linguistics and the study of competence. Indeed, it seems clear that both the sociolinguist and the structural linguist can and should be aiming to discover an underlying system which explains the facts about the observed corpus. 
In the case of structural facts, it is now common to assume that the system concerned is a system of knowledge, grammatical competence. Sociolinguists more often present their systems as 'structure in the speech community' (Hymes 1974: 75; for example, Labov 1969 et passim), but this is a matter of contention among sociolinguists (see for example Hudson 1980a: 183f), and an alternative view which is widely held is that BOTH kinds of systematization are legitimate for sociolinguistic facts. Thus one can and should both study the distribution of the relevant facts across speakers and also study them as part of the competence - the 'communicative competence' in Hymes's terms (1974) - of each individual. I quote Hymes: 
The heart of what one is after in descriptive sociolinguistics is perhaps clearest from the standpoint of the socialization of the child. ... Within the social matrix in which it acquires a system of grammar a child acquires also a system of its use, regarding persons, places, purposes, other modes of communication, etc. ... 
The community-wide study describes the environment in which the child acquires its individual competence, so the causal chain is as fo1lows: utterances of speaker S are explained in relation to the individual competence of S, but this in turn is explained in relation to the utterances of other speakers in the community in which S lives. 
All these remarks apply equally to what we have called 'structural facts' and to 'sociolinguistic facts'. Either kind of fact could be a fact about a particular body of utterances, about all the utterances made by a community, or about the knowledge of an individual speaker. Without prejudice to the other uses of the terms, I shall now use them in their last sense, because it is only in this sense that they are relevant to what is now the standard use of the term 'grammar'. Thus I shall assume that a speaker who knows the word wotcher knows not only that its first segment is /w/ - a structural fact - but also that it is not suitable for use when speaking to a superior, a sociolinguistic fact. 
1.4  Interactions between sociolinguistic and structural facts 
 In the absence of specific proposals for important differences between structural and sociolinguistic facts, we cannot take it for granted that there are any, and indeed we can at least equally well assume the opposite, namely that there are no such differences. This is the position which I shall assume in this paper, and my purpose in the rest of the paper will be to show that it is POSSIBLE to integrate sociolinguistic facts and structural facts into the same formal structure - in other words, that we can include sociolinguistic facts in grammars. 
1.5  Potential benefits for the two disciplines 
Even if this is true, does it matter? Will either sociolinguistics or structural linguistics be done better if we do include sociolinguistic facts in grammars? It could be argued that the issues at stake here are in fact unimportant to the ordinary sociolinguist or structural linguist simply because sociolinguistic and structural facts do not interact. 
It is easy to show that this assumption is false: there is interaction between the two kinds of facts. Take the abortion example: this involves a structural fact about the relations between the word forms abortion and miscarriage, which may or may not be synonymous - a 'structural' relation - according to the register - a matter of sociolinguistic fact. Such interactions are in fact both widespread and worthy of study in their own rights - in fact, sociolinguistics could be defined precisely as the discipline responsible for their study. 
The interactions are not restricted to items of vocabulary. They also apply to sentence structures and to patterns of sound structure - for example, sentences like He was stood by the door are restricted to use by certain types of speaker, and so are pronunciations with non-prevocalic /r/. The sociolinguistic literature abounds in such examples. For the sociolinguist it is essential to be able to relate the analysis to a grammar, because it is the grammar which defines the units whose social distribution is under study - for example, should stood in He was stood by the door be taken as a present participle, like standing, or as a past (or even passive) participle, like taken? Such questions are grist for the mill of structural linguistics. 
It seems very clear that the quality and depth of the interpretations which sociolinguists put on their findings depend heavily on the quality of the structural analyses which are assumed. Thus the interactions between sociolinguistic and structural facts matter a great deal to sociolinguistics. However, they also matter for structural linguistics, because it is important for structural linguists to know about the social distribution of patterns. The literature on structural linguistics is littered with general claims which are based on the assumption that some pattern is used or avoided by all speakers of English - for example, 
a. the claim that double modals are never possible (asin %He willcan do it - now known to occur in various dialects, including Scotland - for example,Millerand Brown1982); 
b. the claim that wanna never occurs before an extraction site (as in %Who do you wanna come? -now known to occur in some dialects, thanks to a bit of sociolinguistic work by Postal and Pullum 1978); 
c. the claim that extraction of a subject is never possible across that (as in % Who do you think that did it? - now known to occur in some dialects, such as Ozarks English, thanks to Sobin forthcoming). 
In each case the claim mentioned has been used as evidence for some rather general analytical or theoretical point, so at least empirical facts about social distribution are relevant here, in just the same way as facts about what is possible in languages other than English. 
However, there is also a far more important reason why structural linguistics needs sociolinguistics. This is because structural linguistics nowadays has the task of modeling the knowledge of the individual – linguistic competence. As long as this study is empirical, it must study the knowledge of actual individuals, so it is essential to understand the relations among different actual individuals. For example, how far can we generalize from one speaker to another? If one person accepts some sentence and another person rejects it, do we recognize a conflict between them or do we simply conclude that their competences are different? Or if we find that a person accepts some expression when it is presented in one social context but rejects it in a different one, what conclusion do we draw? 
The methodological problems are well known, and on the whole sociolinguists have more to offer in solving them than structural linguists do. However, the methodological problems are all closely bound up with theoretical problems, such as the problem of defining notions like 'a language', 'a dialect', 'a register', 'an idiolect', 'mother tongue', 'spontaneous/natural speech', etc. Here too sociolinguistics has important contributions to make, both empirically and theoretically, of which (in my view) structural linguists have hardly started to take advantage. 
In conclusion, then, the present lack of interaction between the disciplines of sociolinguistics and structural linguistics does not parallel a similar lack of interaction between their subject matters, and it would be very much to the benefit of both disciplines if they could find common ground in the construction of grammars. In this enterprise structural linguists would specialize - as they do now - in structural facts, and sociolinguists would work on sociolinguistic facts, and they would have to collaborate at the numerous points where they seemed to be referring to the same grammatical constructs - lexical item X, or construction X, or phoneme X, or whatever. To a very limited extent this kind of collaboration and interaction already takes place, especially as a necessary part of sociolinguistics; but it could and should be much more intensive. It seems fairly obvious that the present state of affairs in mainstream structural linguistics does little to encourage sociolinguists to contribute, and even less to encourage structural linguists to look to sociolinguistics. 
2 Toward a theory of sociolinguistics in grammar 
In this section we shall explore informally some of the characteristics which will allow a theory of grammar to accommodate sociolinguistic facts. The argument will proceed as follows. Speech is a kind of action, so knowledge about speech is a kind of knowledge about action. We already have the beginnings of a theory about our knowledge of actions in the area of lexical semantics, and we may assume that if these ideas are valid for word meanings, they are also valid for general cognitive structures involved in understanding and producing actions. Now if speech is one kind of action, it follows that people apply these cognitive structures not only in analyzing word meanings, but also in analyzing the words themselves. Consequently the apparatus for analyzing actions in terms of actors, etc., is also available for analyzing words; which provides a place for sociolinguistically important notions such as 'speaker of X' (= the actor of X). Finally, we can generalize from words to other kinds of expressions which are either longer or shorter than words. 
2.1  Speech, language, and action 
To quote Hymes (1974) again, 'it remains that language, as Malinowski put it, is a mode of action, even if linguists and sociologists have seldom described it as such...' In this quotation it should be noted that Hymes uses the word language. I take it as completely uncontroversial that speech is a kind of action - when I say something, I am obviously performing an action under any imaginable definition of the term 'action'. What is more controversial is the view that the term is also applicable to language, which is generally thought of as a (static) system and therefore contrasted with speech in this respect. 
Let us assume, however, that 'language' refers to the object of our structural knowledge. (We might also argue that it should include the object of our sociolinguistic knowledge, but this question is irrelevant to the present issue so we can shelve it.) In this sense the knowledge is clearly not an action (on the assumption that knowledge is not a kind of action). However, it remains open to question what the object of this knowledge is, because one clearly can have knowledge of actions - for example, I know numerous facts about typing, which is clearly a kind of action, so as an object of knowledge we can say it is also a type of action. Putting it another way, one of the things that we know about typing is that it is a kind of action, in contrast with things like kittens and thunderstorms, which are not actions. 
From this perspective I think it is clear that language too is a mode of action, when considered as an object of knowledge. Of course it is important to keep written language out of consideration (for present purposes), which is relatively easy if we take forms like wotcher, which are normally not written (indeed, it is debatable how this word should be spelled; I follow Smith and Wilson). Every fact we know about wotcher is consistent with what we know about actions: it has a temporal structure (it starts with /w/, then ...), it is observable only at certain times, at those times it relates to certain events which all involve a single person - the actor/speaker - and so on. Thus if we had to classify wotcher as one of (a) object, (b) person, (c) action, we should doubtless opt for (c); and similarly, if we had to say whether it was more like (a) an apple, (b) Noam Chomsky, or (c) turning a cartwheel. 
I conclude, then, that linguistic expressions, as objects of knowledge, are indeed modes of action, as implied by Hymes. I have labored this point partly because it is vital to the rest of my argument, and partly because it does not fit comfortably into the conventional view of language. Most linguists think of language (in contrast with speech) as a system of abstract objects which has more in common with (say) the number system than with systems of action types. According to these linguists, word tokens are actions, but word types are not. In contrast I am suggesting that word tokens are tokens of action types, namely the corresponding word types. Thus the relation of an utterance of wotcher to the word type wotcher is the same as that of an instance of pressing the space bar to the general action type 'pressing the space bar'. 
 As Hymes says, our present theories do not reflect this fact, and we can quote as evidence for this the fact that they are at least as easy to apply to written language as to speech. (Indeed the metalanguage of linguists suggests that they think of speech in terms of writing - consider terms such as 'left-to-right ordering', 'leftward movement', 'right-node raising' and so on, which make no sense except in terms of writing; see similar remarks in Hudson 1984: 248ff.) 
2.2 The semantics of processes 
If language is a kind of action, then any linguistic theory must provide a theory of action, or at least relate to such a theory. More precisely, what we need is a theory of how actions are represented mentally, since the linguistic theory is concerned with the mental representation of language. Fortunately we do not need to look far for such a theory, because one branch of linguistics already has a rich selection on offer. This is the area of lexical semantics concerned with verb meanings and the meanings of semantically related nouns - such as the words act and action. A theory about the semantic structure of these words can be taken as a theory about the mental structures which represent their meanings, and such a theory is obviously at least relevant to the question of how we represent actions mentally. 
The following is a no doubt incomplete list of the main theories available (the names of the theories are mine, as there is a shortage of distinctive names in the literature): 
l. 'thematic' theories deriving from Gruber (1965), especially as developed by Jackendoff (1972, 1976, 1983); 
2. the 'abstract case' theory of Fillmore (1968); 
3. the 'lexicase' theory of Starosta (1982, 1984); 
4. the 'pseudomorphological case' theory of Anderson (1971, 1977); 
5. the 'participant-role' theory of Halliday (1967, 1985); 
6. the 'semantic function' theory of Dik (1978); 
7. the 'figure-ground' theory of Talmy (1985); 
8. the 'aktionsart' theory of Vendler (1967), Dowty (1979), and others. 
Each of these theories has interesting insights to contribute, but the task of synthesizing them into a unified theory remains to be done. We need not restrict ourselves at this stage to any one of them, but rather make a number of general points. 
The first question is about the connection between a theory of semantic structure and a theory of cognitive structure - that is, what has a semantic analysis of action to tell us about how we represent actions to ourselves? The simplest assumption to make, in the absence of clear evidence to the contrary, is that semantic structures are simply a subset of cognitive structures, and in making this assumption I agree with Jackendoff (1983), Langacker (1985), and others. That is, the semantic structure for the word action IS the cognitive representation for the notion 'action'. Put more simply, action means 'action', where the latter is the concept which we use not only in processing this word but also in understanding our nonlinguistic experience. Thus any progress we can make in lexical semantics will also contribute to a theory of cognitive structures (and vice versa, of course). 
What then do we learn from lexical semantics? One point on which all the above theories agree is that we need a vocabulary of 'semantic relations' (alias thematic or theta roles, or cases, or participant roles, or semantic functions). Since the structures involved are not specifically semantic, it would be better to use Halliday's term 'participant roles'. Most obviously an action is associated with at least one participant role, namely 'actor'; mental states have 'experiencer' and 'phenomenon'; and so on. The participant role terms are important because they allow us to distinguish among the different participants when several are associated with the same action concept, and they allow generalizations to be made across participants in different kinds of actions. Such generalizations cannot be made in terms of the familiar predicate-logic system in which the arguments of a given predicate are given as an ordered but unlabeled list, because positions in the argument list cannot be mapped in any simple way into participant roles. 
What some of the theories agree on is that the notion 'action' fits into a hierarchy of concepts. For the most general concept Halliday uses the term 'process', which we can adopt in preference to the more clumsy 'state-of-affairs' of some other theories. Thus an action is a kind of process, alongside other types such as mental processes and relational processes. According to these theories, each type of process is associated with a different set of participant roles; so 'actor' is relevant to actions, but not (say) to mental processes. The interesting question is how 'deep' this hierarchy is. Most of the theories imply that it is quite shallow, but there is no reason to assume that this is the case. On the contrary, it seems more reasonable to assume that we have our concepts arranged in a very deep classificatory hierarchy in which the most general concept of all, 'concept', is at the top, and the bottom is occupied by extremely specific concepts like 'the key I just pressed on my keyboard'. In between, we have concepts like 'process', 'event', 'action', and 'communicative action', getting increasingly specific. 
We can now ask where linguistic expressions fit into this hierarchy. For simplicity let us temporarily restrict the discussion to words (we shall generalize beyond words shortly). Given the hierarchy just sketched, the obvious place for words is below 'communicative action', but we can then ask what is below 'word' in the hierarchy. Once again the answer is now obvious: word classes; and below these come subclasses, until we finally reach particular lexical items, and then particular instances of these. The relevant part of the hierarchy is shown in Figure 1. One of the striking things about this hierarchy is that it takes us from general cognitive structures representing actions down into the heart of grammar, which suggests that we are already on our way to being able to integrate sociolinguistic and structural facts. 
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Figure 1. The conceptual hierarchy
2.3 Inheritance 
The hierarchy in Figure 1 is an instance of what is often called an 'isa' hierarchy: if X is immediately dominated by Y, then X 'isa' Y. Isa hierarchies allow information to be distributed by means of a very general process, 'inheritance'. Thus if X isa Y, then X inherits all the properties of Y; in other words, any proposition or rule which refers to Y allows a new one to be inferred in which Y is simply replaced by X. For example, since 'dog' isa 'mammal', 'dog' inherits all the properties of 'mammal', which combine with any other properties that 'dog' may have to define the total set of 'dog' properties. And since exceptions occur, such as three-legged dogs and mammals that lay eggs, the process of inheritance is responsible only for supplying 'default' values for properties, which may be overridden by contradictory known values. Inheritance is clearly a very general, important, and powerful process in the application of knowledge. 
What this all has to do with language is that 'word' isa 'communicative action', which isa 'action'. Accordingly 'word' inherits the properties of 'communicative action', which in turn inherits those of 'action'. Now one of the properties of 'action' is that a typical action has an actor; so we must conclude, in the absence of overriding information to the contrary, that the typical word also has an actor. Note that this information derives quite automatically from the hierarchy plus the properties of 'actor', though of course we had an eye on this result in arguing, earlier on, that 'word' belonged in the hierarchy in the first place. 
The result we have reached is then as follows. By allowing ourselves a rather natural analysis of linguistic expressions (represented temporarily just by 'word') in which they fit into a more general hierarchy of actions, events, and so on, we automatically inherit for 'word' whatever properties we assign to concepts above it in the hierarchy. I have so far mentioned the example of 'actor', inherited from 'action'. I should perhaps mention in connection with this example that 'actor' itself is a concept with properties that can be stated in the analysis, so we are not in danger of flooding the analysis with meaningless uninterpreted terms. 
Having an actor is not the only property-whichjs inherited by 'word'. Others which it inherits include 'addressee' from 'communicative action', 'purpose' from 'action', and 'time' and 'place' from 'process'. So by presenting words in terms of this much more general context we automatically predict not only that particular uttered words will have actors, addressees, and so on, but that these concepts will be available, and will be used in at least some cases, as part of the knowledge structure associated with words. (Needless to say, no such predictions about sociolinguistic facts follow from any of the standard theories of language structure.) In the unmarked, completely neutral, case nothing will be recorded permanently about the actor, etc., of a word; but in some cases special facts will be known about them. For example, as we noted earlier, we know that the actor/speaker or the addressee of the word tummy is normally a child; so we may assume that this fact is stored as part of our knowledge of this word; whereas for the word head no such restrictions are known. 
I should perhaps point out that we now have the potential for a system of sociolinguistic indexing which is vastly superior to any imaginable set of diacritic features for 'flagging' words with labels like 'child' or 'formal'. Most obviously such features are no use unless they are interpreted, so they would need to be mapped onto some kind of representation in which the relevant elements (such as 'actor', 'addressee') are represented separately. Less obviously, perhaps, the diacritic features are likely to end up as little short of notational variants of the social structures onto which they are mapped - for example, 'child' would have to be specified as 'child as speaker or addressee', in order to distinguish tummy from words which are only spoken by adults to children (such as there, there) or vice versa. 
This approach even provides a general basis for a STRUCTURAL analysis of words, because events - in contrast with states - have a heterogeneous internal structure, so we should expect to find the same in words; and of course we do find it in their phonological and morphological structures. Various other aspects of the structural organization of words may be derived in a similar fashion, but it would take us too far from our theme to show how. 
2.4 Summary

In summary, we can construct a theory of language structure into which sociolinguistic facts can easily be incorporated and in which they are in fact as much to be expected as structural facts. The theory has the following general characteristics: 
a. it makes the minimum of assumptions about boundaries (both around language and between components oflanguage), thereby increasing the scope for generalization across language and other structures; 
b. it assumes that our stored representations of linguistic expressions relate them, through an 'isa' hierarchy, to representations of concepts such as 'action' and 'event', the same hierarchy as is assumed in analyses of word meaning; 
c. it assumes a process of inheritance whereby information may pass down this hierarchy, from 'model' to instance and from type to token. 
3 Word grammar 
One theory which has these characteristics is word grammar (see Hudson 1984, 1985a, 1985b, "1985c, 1986a, 1986b, forthcoming a, forthcoming b; Langendonck and Hudson 1985). However, I note that other theories with rather similar characteristics have been developing independently, such as Langacker's cognitive grammar (Langacker 1985). I shall just explain three characteristics of word grammar (WG) which seem especially relevant to the present topic. 
3.1 Notation 
All information is presented in WG in the form of propositions - in particular, no distinction is made between 'rules' and 'lexical entries' (though a very general distinction is assumed between knowledge and 'pragmatics', the system of processes for exploiting knowledge, to which I return in the next section). The same is assumed to be true for knowledge structures in general, so there are no formal differences between knowledge of different types - knowledge of language or of the world, knowledge of vocabulary or of grammatical constructions, knowledge of syntax or of morphology or of phonology or of semantics. In each case the same kinds of proposition are used: very simple propositions containing two relata and a relation, with or without a negative operator. The following are some examples: 
(1) tummy is (a noun) 
(2) (referent of tummy) is (a stomach) 
(3) (parts of tummy) is (a /tʌmi/) 
(4) (word 3) is (a tummy) 
(5) eat has (ano object) 
(6) (subject of verb) precedes verb 
(7) tummy is (a body part) 
The metalanguage is seminatural, so the propositions are almost self-explanatory; for example, (1) means that the word tummy is a noun, and (2) means that the referent of the word tummy is a stomach. (3) says that tummy consists of an instance of the phoneme sequence /tʌmi/, and (4) , that the third word in some sentence is an instance of the word tummy. (5) means that the word eat has an optional ('an' or 'no'='ano') object; (6) explains itself; and (7) is a totally nonlinguistic proposition. 
Only a small number of relationships are permitted in WG propositions - 'is', 'has', 'precedes', 'follows', and possibly a few others. However, considerable flexibility is permitted by the possibility of increasing the internal complexity of each relatum, as in (8): 
 (8) (referent of (object of scramble)) is (an egg) 
This flexibility can be exploited in stating sociolinguistic constraints on participants: 
 (9) (actor or addressee of tummy) is (a child). 
The theory of WG does constrain one's analyses, as one would wish it to, but on the whole this is not through the notation but through substantive constraints which follow from the structure of the analysis. For instance, it is easy to impose constraints on speakers, addressees, and so on, because these participant roles are inherited automatically from the concepts higher in the hierarchy; but it would not be easy to impose a constraint, say, on the weather prevailing at the time of the utterance because special arrangements would have to be made for introducing 'weather' as a participant role. 
3.2 Constructions 
One of the attractions ofWG from the point of view of the sociolinguist is that it allows a unified system for presenting sociolinguistic constraints on any type of linguistic expression. This overcomes one of the fundamental problems of all the earlier theories (such as Labov's variable rule theory), which is that these theories all associated sociolinguistic variables with rules of a transformational grammar. This might have allowed them to formalize sociolinguistic constraints on constructions and on phonological variation, but it prevented the same treatment from being extended to lexical items - a serious problem, because the sociolinguistic constraints on lexical items at least appear to be of similar kinds to those on syntactic and phonological structures. 
The reason this problem is avoided in WG is that constructions are all described in terms of general word classes, using precisely the same kinds of formalism as for stating structural facts about single words. (Similarly, statements can be made about speech sounds in relation to either individual words or individual phonemes, or in terms of phoneme classes; I shall have nothing more to say about phonological variation, as this area of WG is currently underdeveloped.) Every construction is thus treated as a property of some word, its 'head' (compare the current tendency in mainstream linguistics to locate the 'responsibility' for constructions in their heads, which can be seen most clearly in the 'head-driven phrase structure grammar' of Pollard 1985). An exception is made for coordinate structures because these have no head, but here too the whole construction can be defined in relation to just one word, the conjunction. 
For example, take the English relative clause construction in which there is no relative pronoun or that (for example, the book I bought). This is permitted by a rule such as (10):  

 (10) (adjunct of noun) is (a ((tensed verb) ((whose visitor) is (a noun)))) 

This allows an adjunct of some noun to be a tensed verb in relation to which that noun is also a 'visitor' - that is, an element which is not in its normal position because of being extracted, as in 'wh-movement'. A separate rule requires any tensed verb to have a subject, and various other rules allow the verb to have adjuncts and complements of its own, so the structure of the dependent clause is built up by these other rules. Rule (10) is responsible for the part of the clause which is specifically 'relative'. But notice that this is all done without reference to any expressions longer than single words. 
Suppose we now wanted to express some social constraint on the kind of person who uses 'zero' relatives with relativized subjects (for example, I've a friend lives over there). Rule (10) will not generate such clauses because 'visitors' have to be extracted from their normal position and 
 therefore cannot be subjects (at least, not of the matrix clause - see Hudson 1986b). So we need to add a rule which will generate subject-extracted examples, such as (11): 
(11) (adjunct of noun) is (a «tensed verb) «whose subject) is (a noun)))) 

It can be seen that this rule is just a copy of (10), with the word 'visitor' replaced by 'subject'. Now we come to the social constraint - let us beg the question of precisely what kind of person uses this kind of structure by labeling them just 'X'. The social constraint can be added to (11), giving (12):
(12) (adjunct of noun) is (a ((tensed verb) (((whose subject) is (a noun)) and ((whose actor is (an X))))) . 

This example should at least have made it clear that WG includes a serious theory of syntax, and I hope to have suggested how the WG approach to syntax makes it possible to treat syntactic constructions in the same way as we treat properties of lexical items. The significance of this for our present purposes is that it permits us to state sociolinguistic facts in the same way, irrespective of whether they are facts about single words or about whole constructions. 
3.3  Items and varieties 
I have assumed so far that all sociolinguistic facts are facts about particular ‘linguistic items' -particular lexical items, or sounds, or word classes. What is lacking is any way of generalizing across such items in order to state shared facts about social distribution. I argued in Hudson (1980a: 232) that linguistic items may be individually related to social context - that some word, for instance, may have a unique social distribution. This conclusion seems correct, but it does not follow that every sociolinguistic fact must involve just a single linguistic item. It could be, for example, that a range of vocabulary items and a handful of constructions are all very similar, or even identical, in their social distribution, and it would clearly be better if we could recognize them as a 'register' or other kind of variety and could state the sociolinguistic facts just once in relation to this variety. What we should not do, as I argued (l980a), is to assume in advance that ALL sociolinguistic facts relate to large-scale varieties. 
We can distinguish two different uses to which varieties can be put. On the one hand, they could be used by the empirical sociolinguist as an aid in sorting the data. In this case they are objective, because they are justified by the recorded data in the sociolinguist's possession. On the other hand, they can also be treated as subjective notions which are part of a person's knowledge. It is this use which is of most interest in theorizing about the structure of sociolinguistic knowledge, and it is quite 
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 consistent to believe (as I do) that varieties such as 'language X' or 'dialect X' have little objective reality, while still believing that they are subjectively real. Indeed it is clear that we all entertain concepts like 'the English language' and 'American English', because these expressions are not meaningless to us.  

The reason why subjective notions are viable in an area like this, where the objective notions are so hard to define, is precisely that subjective notions are concepts, and concepts seem to be generally organized around clear cases - in other words, they define 'prototypes' rather than classes with clear boundaries (see for example Rosch 1976; Hudson 1980a, 1984). For instance we all know that house is an English word and that maison is a French word, and we don't care whether (say) genre is one or the other. The way in which inheritance works in WG, as explained earlier, makes it possible to include such concepts because deviant instances are permitted. 
Let us assume, then, that some varieties are part of our sociolinguistic knowledge. How can they be captured in WG? Two possibilities exist, both of which are presumably exploited. One is to recognize word types which are of relevance only to sociolinguistics - for example, 'scientific word' or 'childish word'. (There is no requirement in WG that all generalizations should be made in terms of syntactically defined categories such as 'noun' and 'verb' - for example, many word-formation processes are stated with reference to ad-hoc categories which are relevant only to word formation.) These word types are then 'interpreted' by sociolinguistic facts about them (for example, to the effect that the speaker or addressee of a childish word is a child), and each instance of such a word type would be connected to it, in the usual way, by an 'isa' statement (such as 'tummy is a childish word'). 
The other mechanism provided by WG is to make use of features, which have the great advantage of allowing agreement rules. The obvious feature to introduce is 'language', which can have various values such as 'English' or 'French'. At least in the competence of a bilingual we may assume that for each word there is a fact about its language (similar in function to the subscript 'flags' of Sciullo et al. 1986), such as (13):   

 (13) (language of house) is English 
We can now impose a general language-consistency requirement by means of a rule like (14):  

 (14) (language of (word i)) is (language of (word i-1)) 
That is, each word has the same language as the one before it. Special arrangements can then be made for relaxing this requirement in cases of code switching. The fact or facts responsible for this must be sensitive to grammatical structure, and interesting research remains to be done on the question of the precise nature of the grammatical constraints on code switching (for example, Sciullo et al. 1986; Poplack 1980). 
4 Toward a sociolinguistic model of speech 
In this final section I shall consider how the theory of sociolinguistic competence which I have sketched might fit into a sociolinguistically sensitive theory of performance, bearing in mind the obvious fact that the relation between the two need not be simple. To take an easy example, let us assume that I know that the word sidewalk is used by Americans. What follows from this for my own behavior? Let us start with my mental 'behavior' as a hearer. 
4.1  Hearers 
 If I hear a stranger use sidewalk, I use my knowledge to classify them as American, provided I have no reason for believing otherwise about them. Furthermore, having made this classification, I then go on to derive all sorts of other kinds of information about them - about their personality, about their financial affairs, about their political opinion, about their appearance (if I can't see them), and so on. 
This takes us into the well-researched area of language-related stereotypes and prejudices (for example Giles and St. Clair 1979), but it should be noted that in such cases the mechanism by which we derive information from stereotypes is the one with which we are now familiar, inheritance. It can thus be seen that the cognitive theory within which we have now located language is very general indeed. And once again we only derive information by inheritance if we do not already have information with which the derived information would conflict; so if we already know that the speaker looks oriental, we do not assume anything to the contrary about their appearance on the basis of the information that they are American. 
Let us assume, then, that hearers can and do exploit their sociolinguistic competence in classifying speakers. The same is true when the sociolinguistic facts relate to other participant roles of the word - its addressee, or its time, and so on. It seems likely, a priori, that hearers use the same mechanisms in exploiting their competence whether this is sociolinguistic or structural; and in both cases they are basically concerned with understanding why the speaker said what they did say. 
Sometimes the explanation is easy - for example, X said sidewalk because X is an American and X wanted to refer to a pavement. But in other cases it is harder to understand, because we know some fact about X which conflicts with the straightforward explanation - for example, we may know that X is not in fact an American, or that X was not in fact referring to a pavement. In this case we have to use inspired guesses as to what was going on in X's mind. All this is familiar from recent work in pragmatics (for example Sperber and Wilson 1986), and it seems reasonable to assume that any pragmatic theory which works for inferences about the semantic content of utterances should also work when applied to their sociolinguistic content. 
4.2  Speakers 
In the simplest cases we may assume that speakers' sociolinguistic knowledge controls their speech in a direct and straightforward way. Thus if X knows that sidewalk is normally only used by Americans, and X knows that X is not an American, then X will avoid using sidewalk. The point is very obvious, but it has some interesting implications for the difference between so-called 'active' and 'passive' competence, because one reason why some area ofX's competence is permanently passive may be simply that all the expressions in it are sociolinguistically inappropriate for X, given X's self-perception. This might even explain some nonadult features in children's speech, which might be used simply because the children are avoiding adult-linked forms (such as irregular verb forms like bought) as inappropriate for them. Of course, there may be other expressions which are 'passive' for quite other reasons - for example, because we cannot access the forms or meanings, or because we don't know all the necessary facts. 
Similarly we may assume that speakers normally only use expressions which they know to be appropriate to other aspects of the speech situation - to the kind of person the addressee is, to the relations between the speaker and the addressee, to the kind of activity in which they are engaging, and so on. It is because of this normal congruence between the speaker's assessment of the situation and the speaker's choice of expressions - and also of course because the assessments of the speaker and the hearer are congruent - that other people (such as children) can use speech as a source of information in building up their own stock of knowledge about the appropriate use of expressions. 
At the same time it is important to recognize that speakers quite often deliberately choose expressions which - at one level of analysis – are situationally inappropriate. This is hardly surprising in view of the fact that they do the same in respect of semantic content, for example, when they use words metaphorically. As all sociolinguists know, people can speak as though some participant had property X, when it is clear to all concerned that this is not in fact so. Many other possibilities exist, of course - for example, that a person speaks as though they were an X when in fact they are not an X, but the hearer does not know this. Sociolinguists are well aware of these possibilities and there is no need to expand on them. 
It seems clear that the relations between a person's sociolinguistic knowledge and their actual speech is indirect, since the. speech is influenced by such matters as the speaker's self-perception, perception of others, and perception of situations - to say nothing of the speaker's beliefs about the hearer's perception of them and of the situation, in which the factors mentioned above will be taken into consideration. Let us lump all these things together as 'social knowledge'. We can also introduce the very general category 'intentions', to cover everything which the speaker wants to communicate on a particular occasion, without distinction between 'semantic' and 'social' meaning. This gives four main bodies of information which the speaker needs to take into account -structural, sociolinguistic, and social knowledge, and intentions – so we need to introduce a control mechanism where all the various factors are taken into account and balanced against each other; this is the 'pragmatics' which may well be nothing other than our most general abilities to draw inferences (Sperber and Wilson 1986). Figure 2 shows how the bits fit together. 

[image: image2]
Figure 2. Fitting the factors together

4.3 Inherent variability 
 We can now glance at one of the main interpretive problems which face sociolinguists. The literature is full of data which show that speakers can strike a very fine QUANTITATIVE 
 balance between alternative variants on a sociolinguistic variable (see for example the survey in Hudson 1980a:138ff). What conclusions can we draw from such data about the sociolinguistic knowledge of the speakers concerned? According to the theory of variable rules, the quantitative distribution of the variants is reflected in a fairly direct way by a probability which is part of the sociolinguistic knowledge (Cedergren and Sankoff 1974). However, we now have a number of intervening variables in our model of speech, each of which could introduce an element of quantitative variation:  

 a. The choice of forms depends inter alia on the speaker's 'social knowledge', which includes their classification of the speaker according to social categories. This classification need not be categorical - indeed, there is now ample evidence that people often classify themselves and others as members of some group to varying degrees (for example Milroy 1980). If the speaker classifies themself as, say, a 70% Londoner, then we should expect them to use sociolinguistic variants that are associated with London on about 70% of occasions.  

 b. It also depends on the speaker's intentions, which include such questions as how badly they want to be classified as a member of some social group, or how much they want the hearer to like them. This too is clearly a matter of degree and can influence the quantitative distribution of sociolinguistic variants in speech. 
c. The sociolinguistic and structural knowledge includes facts which may vary in their degree of accessibility to the speaker. This is clearly true of structural knowledge – for example, some plant names (like daisy) are much more accessible to me than others are (like bouganvilea) - and there is no reason a priori why the same should not also be true of sociolinguistic knowledge. Given a choice between two variants, one of which is more accessible than the other, it would be odd if their use in speech was not affected by their respective accessibilities. 
d. Finally, the pragmatic component itself may introduce a random element, as when two solutions to some problem seem equally good. 
It can be seen, then, that there are plenty of sources of quantitative variation in speech, even without assuming any permanent quantitative information at all in the sociolinguistic knowledge. That is not, of course, to say that the sociolinguistic knowledge cannot contain any permanent quantitative information; all it means is that the mere existence of quantitative variation in speech cannot be taken as evidence for it. 
4.4  Conclusion 
 I have tried to show in this section that sociolinguistic knowledge is only one element in a model of speech, so we can't assume a simple and direct relation between spoken texts and the contents of sociolinguistic knowledge. This clearly has implications for methodology, which will need to be extremely ingenious and careful if we are to isolate the effects of the various elements. The problems are familiar to structural linguists, who have been living with them - though not solving them in a dramatic way - for decades. The progress which sociolinguists have made in developing methods for collecting spontaneous speech, with or without controls for other variables, is still important and valuable. But structural linguists and sociolinguists probably have more problems in common than is sometimes thought.  

I have also suggested that it is possible to formalize the content of sociolinguistic knowledge, and to do so using the same formal apparatus as for structural knowledge. This should have advantages similar to the advantages of formalization in structural linguistics, provided it is not used as an alternative to conceptual clarity (a danger which arises in structural linguistics). One of the main advantages of formalization is as an aid to theorizing - for example, it should be much easier in a formal theory to make precise distinctions among the properties of different participants of the utterance, so that we can ask serious questions about the precise interpretation of categories such as 'formality' (in its sociolinguistic sense). 
My main point, however, has been that there are large areas of interest common to both sociolinguists and structural linguists, which involve not only empirical questions about the social distribution of particular forms, but also theoretical questions about the nature of language structure. I have sketched a theoretical framework within which such questions can be investigated, consisting of two parts: a general model of the speaker, in which both structural and sociolinguistic knowledge have a place, and a theory of knowledge (word grammar), in terms of which both of these kinds of knowledge can be formalized and studied. 
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� This paper is based on a working paper called 'Sociolinguistics in grammar' which was distributed in the second volume of the Sheffield Working Papers in Language and Linguistics, 1985. The revisions arise from very helpful comments which I received from Ben Rampton, Dell Hymes, and a number of anonymous reviewers, to all of whom I should like to say 'Thank you'. Correspondence address: Linguistics, University College London, Gower Street, London WCIE 6BT, England. 


 


 


� Another attempt to tackle the same problems is Bierwisch (1976). This article, which was drawn to my attention by Norbert Dittmar, anticipates some of the ideas in the present paper, but at a more abstract level - for example, it leaves the notion of social constraint ('connotation' in Bierwisch's tenninology) unanalyzed. 





