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Language Variation and Sociolinguistics 

Language and Dialect

The definition of "language" as opposed to "dialect" presents some difficulties. As a starting point we can assume that dialects are varieties of a language. So, if we recognise English as a language, then there are varieties of English such as British English, Australian English, American English, Singlish etc. which can be called dialects of English. Within any of these there are varieties too; eg. British English has varieties such as Tyneside English, Scottish English, Cockney English etc. Ultimately we all speak differently, we all have our own individual idiolect.

A note about the popular connotations of "dialect". Popular usage of the term "dialect" often suggests that the speakers of that language variety are "lower class" or lack sophistication, and that the variety lacks prestige, is "substandard", or even that it is "not a real language".

As linguists we will make no such value judgements. All speakers of a language are speakers of some dialect. The standard language is a particular dialect which through some accident of history has achieved a higher status. There is some truth in the saying, "A language is a dialect with an army and a navy."
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Defining language and dialect

"A language is a collection of mutually intelligible dialects."

This definition has two important parts:

1. dialects are subparts of a language

2. languages are distinguished from one another by the criterion of mutual intelligibility.

Two varieties of speech, say A and B, are mutually intelligible if speakers of A can understand speakers of B and vice versa.

So, if A and B are mutually intelligible, they are dialects of the one language. If A and B are NOT mutually intelligible then they are dialects of different languages. 

In practice, this definition does not always work perfectly. Whether or not two varieties are considered dialects of the same language or distinct languages is usually a socio-political issue. Let's consider a number of examples:

Scandinavian languages

Norwegian, Swedish and Danish are usually considered (especially by their speakers) to be different languages. However, they are mutually intelligible. So by our definition they are dialects of the one language. 

Another problem raised by the Scandanavian case is the clear demonstration that mutual intelligibility is not an either/or matter, there are degrees of intelligibility. Nor is intelligibility necessarily mutual. For example, Danes understand Norwegians better than Norwegians understand Danes. This is probably due in part to the suggestion that "Norwegian is pronounced like Danish is spelt."

German

Although German is assumed to be one language, some dialects (for example Swiss German and Standard German) are not mutually intelligible.

Chinese

The speech varieties spoken in Beijing (Mandarin) and Guang Zhou (Cantonese) are not mutually intelligible and are actually different languages. Yet traditionally, and according to their speakers, they are dialects. This perception is partly due to the fact that speakers of Cantonese and Mandarin (and speakers of other Chinese languages) use the same writing system.

Serbian and Croatian

Many different languages are spoken in the region which used to be Yugoslavia: Serbo-Croatian, Slovenian, Macedonian, Albanian, Hungarian, Turkish, Bulgarian, Romanian etc. The old state had three national languages: Serbo-Croatian, Slovenian and Macedonian. Speakers of Serbo-Croatian have always insisted and of course continue to insist that it is two different languages, not one. In fact the differences are mainly lexical, eg.

Serbian varos Croatian grad "train"

with very few differences in pronunciation and grammar.

Croatians insist that the language of Croatia is not a western variant or dialect of a language of which Serbian is the eastern variant or dialect, but is a separate language in its own right. 

The perceived differences are reinforced by other factors - for example, Croatian uses the Roman alphabet while Serbian uses the Cyrillic alphabet, and there are important religous differences between the two communities. Croatians see themselves as a different ethnic group and language serves as an emblem of that difference, a distinguishing characteristic. Having a separate language is one argument for separating the Croatian state from what was perceived as the mainly Serbain state of Yugoslavia. 
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Dialect Chains or Dialect Continua

The neat categorization of speech varieties into languages and dialects is further complicated by the existence of chains of mutual intelligibility. For example, given a collection of dialects A, B, C, D and E strung out in a rough line in geographical space, each may be mutually intelligible with its imediate neighbours, but dialects not adjacent may not be mutually intelligible.

So, speakers of B understand A and C, speakers of D understand C and E, but speakers of B may not understand speakers of D, even though they all understand C.

Such chains are very common, as the map of a number of European dialect continua shows. In this situation, the association of dialects with standard languages depends very much on political boundaries. For example, the West Germanic dialect continuum covers both Holland and Germany. The varieties spoken along the border are very similar yet those on the Dutch side of the border are considered by their speakers to be dialects of Dutch, while those on the German side of the border are considered to be dialects of German - even though they may be more similar to one another than either is to either standard language.

Another example, Southern Sweden was part of Denmark until 1658 and the speech varieties of this part of the Scandinavian dialect continuum were considered dialects of Danish until then. Forty years after becoming part of Sweden, the dialects were being described as dialects of Swedish.

New languages may achieve recognition through changes in political boundaries. Africaans was considered a dialect of Dutch until the 1920s when a series of changes following the Boer War and First World War changed perceptions of the language's status.
