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REVIEWS 

comprehensive, detailed study of a particular subset of the total sociolinguistic 
picture or a relatively superficial description of a more expansive domain, 
I must confess a bias for the former. Perhaps those who do not share this same 
bias will find the study less frustrating to read. 
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The investigation of the interrelationship among language, the individual, 
culture, and society has reached the point where a number of textbooks and 
general introductions are beginning to appear, such books no doubt reflecting 
increased teaching of courses in this area. Four of these books are examined here, 
with the goal of indicating various approaches that have emerged in the teaching 
of sociolinguistics. 

'33 

This content downloaded from 128.83.205.53 on Tue, 4 Feb 2014 12:21:42 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


LANGUAGE IN SOCIETY 

Rather than discuss the books one by one, it seems more useful to focus on 
several issues in the field of language in culture and society and the relation of 
these books to these issues. These issues are ultimately intimately related to one 
another: I separate them here for the purposes of discussion. They are: 
(i) The social base of language and speech; 
(z) An integrated, multidisciplinary approach to the study of language and 

speech; 
(3) The social relevance of the study of language and speech. 

(i) The social base of language and speech 

The various schools of linguistics that have arisen in this century, from structural- 
ist through generative-transformational, have had an abstract-formal orienta- 
tion, the hypothesis being that the essence of language can and should be studied 
by abstracting from actual language use in social life. Thus the development of 
sociolinguistic theory has had to face a dilemma with regard to its relationship 
to established linguistic dogma. One can accept linguistics as it is, thus giving 
sociolinguistics at best an independent, at worst a secondary, derived existence 
vis-h-vis linguistics. Or, one can use sociolinguistics as a vantage point from 
which to consider the basic assumptions of the study of language. The books 
under review here take different positions with regard to this issue and thus pre- 
sent beginning students with very different views on the nature of language and 
linguistics. Since the books are introductory, these positions are generally more 
implicit than explicit. Carol Eastman's Aspects of language and culture is a 
relatively traditional or conventional introduction to the field. It seems geared 
toward departments of anthropology in which graduate and perhaps under- 
graduate students are required to take one course with a linguistic orientation. 
Thus, of the five chapters, two are devoted exclusively to the presentation of 
linguistics proper and how to do it, in a way presumably rather similar to the way 
it would be presented to students of linguistics in fields other than anthropology. 
Chapter i, 'anthropological linguistics', deals with such topics as phonetics and 
phonemics, morphology, and syntax. The rn4gue/parok distinction, which serves 
to separate linguistic structure from its actual usage, is not only accepted, but 
is put forth as a basic principle, without any mention of the criticism it has 
received from leading scholars in sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology. 
Much of chapter 2 discusses such developments in linguistics as distinctive 
feature analysis and generative-transfornational grammar. Chapter 3 presents 
the basic principles of historical linguistics. Most of the areas of the intersection 
of language, culture, and society dealt with essentially involve an application 
by analogy of the linguistic theory and methodology presented. As stated 
explicitly by the author: 'As has been seen throughout the discussion so far and 
as will be seen in the following chapters, linguistic analogies are very tempting 
to apply in the study of culture' (46). Examples are ethnoscience and the 'new' 
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REVIEWS 

cultural anthropology, which are viewed as applying taxonomic linguistics and 
generative-transformational grammar respectively. The final chapter of the book 
surveys selected topics in sociolinguistics, but does so in a way relatively unrelated 
to the rest of the book, thus implicitly taking the position that sociolinguistics is a 
separate and independent field. 

A quite different approach is taken by two of the other books under review, 
John and Heidi Platt's The social significance of speech and Gaetano Berruto's 
La sociolinguistica. Platt and Platt's title indicates their theoretical perspective. 
For them, language is clearly a social phenomenon and must be described in the 
context of its use in social life. It must be stressed that the issue here is not that 
of invented, intuitive data vs. real, empirical data. That is a separate question 
which has been hotly debated in both linguistics and sociolinguistics in recent 
years. The primary issue is the current running throughout the Platts' book, 
namely that given the social nature and significance of language and speech, 
serious conceptual attention must be paid to such basic sociolinguistic matters 
as the relationship between social meaning and linguistic forn, the linguistic 
expression of social notions such as politeness and anger, the nature of speech 
communities, linguistic variation, and the structure of conversation and other 
types of verbal interaction. The Platts do not treat linguistic theory as a given, 
as does Eastman. Rather, for them, sociolinguistics must develop its own theory 
appropriate to the study of language in social life. The book thus opens with a 
discussion of the speech situation as going beyond syntax and semantics. It 
moves chapter by chapter through the study of communicative competence, the 
speech community, linguistic variation, language change in social context, 
language and the media, and language and speech play. This extremely useful 
textbook also provides excellent exercises, points for discussion, and assignments, 
which give the student practical experience in dealing with the theoretical issues 
discussed. 

Berruto's short introduction to sociolinguistics, while drawing heavily on 
American sources, provides a theoretical overview which goes beyond any of his 
particular sources and one which, like the Platts, argues for a social approach 
to the study of language. Berruto attempts to formally integrate two broad and 
basic foci of sociolinguistics, linguistic variation and the speech community, and 
the analysis of discourse. The book is most relevant to Italian students since it 
draws on Italian examples, but the overall theoretical sophistication is probably 
not to be found in any single comparable work in English. 

Richard Howell and Harold Vetter's Language in behavior cannot really be 
seen as taking a definite position on the question of the social base of language and 
speech. Rather, the goal of these authors, as I will discuss in more detail in (2) 
below, is to explore many and varied areas having to do with language and 
linguistics. 
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LANGUAGE IN SOCIETY 

(2) An integrated, multidisciplinary approach to the study of language and speech 
This second issue is in a sense a corollary of the first in that if the social nature of 
language is taken as basic to linguistic study, then sociolinguistics inevitably must 
involve itself in a critique of any linguistic theory which does not come to terms 
with this fact, indeed, must criticize the discipline of linguistics as a whole if it 
does not deal in a serious theoretical way with such questions as linguistic 
variation, the structure of discourse, and the linguistic expression of social 
meaning. It should be clear from the above discussion that, by essentially review- 
ing and rehashing the major principles and methods of modern linguistics and 
then rather mechanically applying them to topics in cultural anthropology, 
Eastman implicitly (and at times explicitly) espouses an unintegrated, separate 
discipline approach. This of course is not novel. It has been characteristic of 
fields such as literary criticism and cultural anthropology to look to linguistics 
for models of theory and method. There is a certain irony in that these fields 
must deal with aspects of linguistic behavior which most linguists have ignored - 
the patterning of language in written texts or in the spoken discourse of everyday 
life. Nevertheless, the attraction of the rigour and formalism of linguistics 
remains, as reflected in Eastman's book and in many of the sources she cites. 

The books by the Platts and by Berruto contrast sharply in that linguistic 
topics are taken up without regard to disciplinary definitions and are approached 
from various perspectives at the same time. Thus, while Eastman presents the 
conventional wisdom of linguistics with regard to the study of language history, 
the Platts focus on change in process in the context of society and dedicate 
serious attention to the processes of pidginization and creolization. These pro- 
cesses, while enjoying a marginal place within linguistics as a discipline, are of 
central importance to a sociolinguistic theory of language change. Similarly, 
sex, age, and class differences in language usage (with regard to both linguistic 
variation and patterns of discourse) are given much attention by the Platts and by 
Berruto, even though such differences are not defined as of central interest by the 
discipline of linguistics. 

Howell and Vetter, who tend to accept linguistic theory pretty much as 
provided by the discipline of linguistics, differ markedly from Eastman in that 
they investigate a great variety of topics. The explicit goal of their book is to 
'range widely enough to suggest the myriad directions that language-based 
studies can take' (8). Their broad scope goes well beyond the boundaries of 
traditional sociolinguistics or language and culture courses. In fact, given the 
eclectic approach of the authors, Language in behavior could well be used as an 
introductory textbook for linguistics courses in various departments - linguistics, 
anthropology, sociology, psychology, and education. Among the many interesting 
and provocative topics dealt with are the origin and evolution of language, 
nonverbal communication, expressive uses of language, sound symbolism, 
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biological bases of language, language play, drum languages, writing systems, 
the acquisition of language, speech pathologies, multilingualism, pidgins and 
creoles, language and social identity, and language and social change. This well- 
written book cannot help but turn students on to the excitement of linguistic 
study and the many possibilities it offers. 

(3) The social relevance of the study of language and speech 

It is one of the ironies of modern linguistics that its major figure, Noam Chom- 
sky, became known for political activism while at the same time strongly 
advocating and developing a linguistics purposely and carefully abstracted from 
the realities and problems of real people in the real world. (Chomsky's apologists 
to the contrary.) Chomsky's position on this issue, which is firmly in the tradition 
of most of his immediate predecessors and is espoused by many other contem- 
porary linguists, whether of similar or opposing theoretical bents, often leaves 
the solution of practical problems having to do with language in the hands of 
non-linguists, whether these be government officials, teachers, or medical 
doctors. The situation need not be this way. Sociolinguistics has in part devel- 
oped out of a need for expertise in the face of serious, often critical social prob- 
lems. To name just a few: language problems of developing nations, bilingual 
education, education in urban ghettos, especially in the United States, discri- 
mination against certain groups of people because of their way of speaking. 
Eastman, with the exception of brief discussions of social dialectology and 
language planning, does not deal with these questions. Howell and Vetter touch 
on speech pathology, the intellectual development of the multilingual individual, 
the theory of verbal deprivation, the linguistics of racism, and language planning 
all topics about which linguistic and sociolinguistic expertise are potentially 
most useful. The Platts and Berruto focus most directly on the practical rele- 
vance and importance of their subject matter. The Platts deal with attitudes 
toward linguistic variation, language and education, and language planning. 
Berruto, drawing on the fascinating linguistic variation found in Italy, with its 
many dialects and varieties together with rural-urban and southern-northern 
migration, devotes two entire chapters to such questions as the social problems 
caused by differences in linguistic behavior, language planning in a linguistically 
pluralistic society, sociolinguistics and education, and linguistic problems 
created by internal migration. Given the serious treatment of such topics by the 
Platts and by Berruto, the beginning student in sociolinguistics cannot but be 
impressed with their importance and with the intimate relationship that must 
exist in sociolinguistics between theory on the one hand and practice and appli- 
cation on the other. 

In summary, these four books are quite different in scope, in approach to 
particular issues, and in choice of topics. They reflect existing differences in 
approach to the study of language and to the teaching of linguistics in relation 
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to culture and society. The existence of such striking differences is no doubt a 
positive sign of the vitality of the field, as one with issues and conflicts of its own, 

Reviewed by JoRL SHiERZu 
Department of Anthropology 
University of Texas 

(Received 29 May 1976) Atistin, Texas, 78712 
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