- Speech Communities

~ PauL ROBERTS

‘ Paul Roberts (1917-1967) was a linguist, teacher, and .write:r, Born in
California, he received his B.A. from San Jose State University and his
M.A. and Ph.D. from the University of California at Berkeley. Aftcx: teaching
at San Jose State and then Cornell University, Roberts chamc du'c.:ctor of
language at the Center of American Studies in Romc.. His books include
Understanding Grammar (1954), Patterns of English ( 1956)., Undey-
standing English (1958), English Sentences (1962), and English Syntax
(1964).

In the following selection from Understanding English, Roberts writes
about the development of speech variations within the United States thatare
based onwhatheidentifiesas “speech communities.” These communities—
which sometimes have their own dialects, their own jargon, and their own
codes, meanings, and pronunciations—are formed by a variety of factors,
according to Roberts, including “age, geography, education, occupation,
social position.”

WRITING TO DISCOVER: Think about your own way of speaking. What
factors do you believe are the most powerful influences on your own use of English—
for example, your family, the region you grew up in, your peers? Do you have more
than one way of speaking, depending on whom you are with or where you are?

Imagine a village of a thousand people all speaking the same language
and never hearing any language other than their own. As the decades pass
and generation succeeds generation, it will not be very apparent to the
speakers of the language that any considerable language change is going
on. Oldsters may occasionally be conscious of and annoyed by the speech
forms of youngsters. They will notice new words, new expressions, “bad”
pronunciations, but will ordinarily put these down to the irresponsibility
of youth, and decide piously that the language of the younger generation
will revert to decency when the generation grows up.

It doesn’t revert, though. The new expressions and the new pro-
nunciations persist, and presently there is another younger generation
with its own new expressions and its own pronunciations. And thus the
language changes. If members of the village could speak to one another
across ﬁV.C hundred years, they would probably find themselves unable to
communicate.

Now suppose that the village divides itself and half the people move
away. They move across the river or over 3 mountain and form a new vil-
lage. Suppose the separation is so complete that the people of New Village
have no contact with the people of Old Village, The language of both
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PAUL ROBERTS: Speech Communities 139

villages will change, .drifting away from the language of their common
ancestors. But the drift will not be in the same direction. In both villages
there will be new expressions and new pronunciations, but not the same
ones. In the course _Of time the languages of Old Village and New Village
will be mumally unintelligible with the language they both started with.
They Wln also be mutually unintelligible with one another.

An %ntercsting thing—and one for which there is no perfectly clear
explanation—is that the rate of change will not ordinarily be the same for
both villages. The language of Old Village changes faster than the language
of New Village. One might expect that the opposite would be true—that
the emigrants, placed in new surroundings and new conditions, would
undergo more rapid language changes. But history reports otherwise.
American English, for example, despite the violence and agony and confu-
sion to which the demands of a new continent have subjected it, is probably
essentially closer to the language of Shakespeare than London English is.

Suppose one thing more. Suppose Old Village is divided sharply into
an upper class and a lower class. The sons and daughters of the upper class
go to preparatory school and then to the university; the children of the
lower class go to work. The upper-class people learn to read and write
and develop a flowering literature; the lower-class people remain illiterate.
Dialects develop, and the speech of the two classes steadily diverges. One
might suppose that most of the change would go on among the illiter-
ate, that the upper-class people, conscious of their heritage, would tend
to preserve the forms and pronunciations of their ancestors. Not so. The
opposite is true. In speech, the educated tend to be radical and the unedu-
cated conservative. In England one finds Elizabethan forms and sounds
not among Oxford and Cambridge graduates but among the people of
backward villages.

A village is a fairly simple kind of specech community—a group of
people steadily in communication with one another, steadily hearing one
another’s speech. But the village is by no means the basic unit. Within the
simplest village there are many smaller units— groupings based on age,
class, occupation. All these groups play intricately on one another and
against one another, and a language that seems at first a coherent whole
will turn out on inspection to be composed of many differing parts. Some
forces tend to make these parts diverge, other forces hold them together.

Thus the language continues in tension.

THE SPEECH COMMUNITIES OF THE CHILD

The child’s first speech community is ordinarily his family. The

child learns whatever kind of language the family speaks—or, more pre-

cisely, whatever kind of language it speaks to him. The child’s language
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Even mother may not pass muster, and he may discover that he gets b.etter
results and is altogether happier if he refers to his female parent as his ma
or even his old lady.

Children coming together in a kindergarten class bring with them 10
language that is different because it is learned in different homes. It is all
to some degree unsuccessfully learned, consisting of not quite perfect imi-
tations of the original. In school all this speech coalesces, differences tend
to be ironed out, and the result differs from the original parenrtal speech
and differs in pretty much the same way.
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Individuals differ too in their sensj
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_ e g place or the wrong way. They have a
hard time fitting in. Others tend to change their language slowly, stick-
ing stoutly to their way of saying things, even though their way differs
from tha.t of the majority. Still others adopt new language habits almost
automatically, responding quickly to whatever speech environment they
encounter.

Indeed some children of five or six have been observed to speak two
or more different dialects without much awareness that they are doing so.
Most commonly, they will speak in one way at home and in another on
the playground. At home they say, “I did very nicely” and “I haven’t any”;
these become at school, “I done real good” and “I ain’t got none.”

THE CLASS AS A SPEECH COMMUNITY

Throughout the school years, or at least through the American sec-
ondary school, the individual’s most important speech community is
his age group, his class. Here is where the real power lies. The rule is
conformity above all things, and the group uses its power ruthlessly
on those who do not conform. Language is one of the chief means by
which the school group seeks to establish its entity, and in the high
school this is done more or less consciously. The obvious feature is
high school slang, picked up from the radio, from other schools, some-
times invented, changing with bewildering speed. Nothing is more
satisfactory than to speak today’s slang; nothing more futile than to use
yesterday’s.

There can be few tasks more frustrating than that of the secondary
school teacher charged with the responsibility of brushing off and polish-
ing up the speech habits of the younger generation. Efforts to make real
into really, ain’t into am not, I seen him into I saw him, he don’t into he
doesn’t meet at best with polite indifference, at worst with mischievous
counterattack.

The writer can remember from his own high school days when the
class, a crashingly witty bunch, took to pronouncing the word sure as
sewer. “Have you prepared your lesson, Arnold?” Miss Driscoll would ask.
“Sewer, Miss Driscoll,” Arnold would reply. “I think,” said Miss Driscoll,
who was pretty quick on her feet too, “that you must mean ‘sewerly,” since
the construction calls for the adverb not the adjective.” We were delighted
with the suggestion and went about saying “sewerly” until the very black-
boards were nauseated. Miss Driscoll must have wished often that she had
let it lay,
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142 LANGUAGE COMMUNITIES

CONFRONTING THE ADULT WORLD

When the high school class graduates, the speech communiFy disinte.-
grates as the students fit themselves into new Ones. For the first time in the
experience of most of the students the speech ways'of adult Fommunitics
begin to exercise real force. For some people the adjustment is a relatively
simple one. A boy going t0 work in a garage may have a good deal of
new lingo to pick up, and he may find that the spe:cch that seemed so
racy and won such approval in the corridors of Springficld High leaves
his more adult associates merely bored. But a normal person will adapt
himself without trouble. .

For others in other situations settling into new speech communities
may be more difficult. The person going into college, into the business
world, into scrubbed society may find that he has to think about and work
on his speech habits in order not to make a fool of himself too often.

College is a particularly complicated problem. Not only does the
freshman confront upperclassmen not particularly disposed to find the
speech of Springfield High particularly cute, but the adult world, as rep-
resented chiefly by the faculty, becomes increasingly more immediate. The
problems of success, of earning a living, of marriage, of attaining a satis-
factory adult life loom larger, and they all bring language problems with

them. Adaptation is necessary, and the student adapts.
The student adapts, but the adult world adapts too. The thousands of

boys and girls coming out of the high schools each spring are affected by
the speech of the adult communities into which they move, but they also
affect that speech. The new pronunciation habits, developing grammatical
features, different vocabulary do by no means all give way before the dis-
approval of elders. Some of them stay. Elders, sometimes to their dismay,
find themselves changing their speech habits under the bombardment of
those of their juniors. And then of course the juniors eventually become

the elders, and there is no onc left to disapprove.

THE SPACE DIMENSION

Speech communities are formed by many features besides that of age-
Most obvious is geography. Our country was originally settled by people
coming from different parts of England. They spoke different dialects t0
begin with and as a result regional speech differences existed from the start
in the different parts of the country. As speakers of other languages came
to America and learned English, they left their mark on the speech of the
sections in which they settled. With the westward movement, new pio-
neers streamed out through the mountain passes and down river valleys,
taking the different dialects west and modifying them by new mixtures i
new environments,
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Today we are all more or
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are very far from having
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The Western movement began shortly after the Revolution, and dialects
followed geography. The New En

glanders moved mostly into upper New
York State and the Great Lakes region. The Middle Atlantic colonists went
down the Shenandoah Valley and eventuall

y into the heart of the Mid-
west. The southerners opened up Kentucky and Tennessee, later the lower
Mississippi Valley, later still Te

xas and much of the Southwest. Thus new
speech communities were for

med, related to the old ones of the seaboard,
but each developing new characteristics as lines of settlement crossed.

New complications were added before and after the Revolution by the
great waves of immigration of people from countries other than England:
Swedes in Delaware, Dutch in New York, Germans and Scots-Irish in
Pennsylvania, Irish in New England, Poles and Greeks and Italians and
Portuguese. The bringing in of black slaves had an important effect on
the speech of the South and later on the whole country, The Spanish in
California and the Southwest added their mark. In [the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries], movement of peoples goes on: the trek of southern
blacks to northern and western cities, the migration of people from Arkansas,
Oklahoma, and Texas to California. All these have shaped and are shaping
American speech,

We speak of America as the melting pot, but the speech communities
of this continent are very far from having melted into one. Linguists today
€an trace very clearly the movements of the early settlers in the still-living
Speech of their descendants, They can follow an eighteenth century speech
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much about a person’s family, his school background, his general position
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is perhaps the greatest barrier. You may make a million pounds and own
several cars and a place in the country, but your vowels and consonants
and nouns and verbs and sentence patterns will still proclaim to the world
that you’re not a part of the upper crust.

In America, of course, social distinctions have never been so sharp
as they arc in England. We find it somewhat easier to rise in the world,
to move into social environments unknown to our parents. This is pos-
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Third Avenue are only a few blocks apart, but they are widely separated in
language. And both are different from Broadway.

It should be added that the whole trend of modern life is to reduce
rather _than to accentuate these differences. In a country where college
education becomes increasingly everybody’s chance, where executives
and refrigerator s.alcsmcn and farmers play golf together, where a college
professor may drive a cab in the summertime to keep his family alive, it
becomes harder and harder to guess a person’s education, income, and

social status by the way he talks. But it would be absurd to say that lan-
guage gives no clue at all.

GOOD AND BAD

Speech communities, then, are formed by many features: age, geog-
raphy, education, occupation, social position. Young people speak differ-
ently from old people, Kansans differently from Virginians, Yale graduates
differently from Dannemora graduates. Now let us pose a delicate ques-
tion: aren’t some of these speech communities better than others? That is,
isn’t better language heard in some than in others?

Well, yes, of course. One speech community is always better than all
the rest. This is the group in which one happens to find oneself. The writer
would answer unhesitatingly that the noblest, loveliest, purest English
is that heard in the Men’s Faculty Club of San Jose State College, San
Jose, California. He would admit, of course, that the speech of some of
the younger members leaves something to be desired; that certain recent
immigrants from Harvard, Michigan, and other foreign parts need to
work on the laughable oddities lingering in their speech; and that mem-
bers of certain departments tend to introduce a lot of queer terms that can
only be described as jargon. But in general the English of the Faculty Club
is ennobling and sweet.

As a practical matter, good English is whatever English is spoken by
the group in which one moves contentedly and at ease. To the bum on
Main Street in Los Angeles, good English is the language of other L.A.
bums. Should he wander onto the campus of UCLA, he would find the
talk there unpleasant, confusing, and comical. He might agree, if pressed,
that the college man speaks “correctly” and he doesn’t. But in his heart
he knows better. He wouldn’t talk like them college jerks if you paid him.

If you admire the language of other speech communities more than
you do your own, the reasonable hypothesis is that you are dissatisfied
with the community itself. It is not precisely other speech that attracts you
but the people who use this speech. Conversely, if some language strikes
you as unpleasant or foolish or rough, it is presumably because the speak-
ers themselves seem so.
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This is not to say that

To many pCOPICa

correctness and incorrectness do not exist in

speech. They obviously do, but they are relative to the speech community—
or communities—in which one operates. As a practical matter, correct
speech is that which sounds normal or natural to one’s comrades.
Incorrect speech is that which evokes in them discomfort or hostility or

disdain.

THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT THE READING
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2. Roberts writes: “Baby talk is not so much invented by the child as sponsored

; S- i

cntirely new speech com-
Is modified “by forces over
hers have any real control”

3. th.n children go to school, they move into an
munity, where, according to Roberts, their speech

) . - . . i
which neither they nor their parents nor their teac

i ot, b
conunent are very far from havi & Pat, but the speech communities of this
What factors hav : Ing melted into ope» (28 :
iklasrige e contributed to, and continue to f; ), Writes Roberts.
Ommunities across the United States? © foster, the multiplicity of

Scanned by CamScanner

40



