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'Speech community' has been a troubled term, caught in a number of methodological,
epistemic and political cross-currents, and in this paper I will try to trace some of its
most important shifts in meaning since the 1960s.

Some of this movement has occurred within the arena of sociolinguistics itself.
The meaning of an analytic concept is always likely to be influenced by the particular
methodological preferences of the scholars who use it, and in the course of the paper, I
will address a number of different schools and sub-paradigms, pointing to some substantial
differences in the inflections that they give to the concept.  But at the same time,
sociolinguistics has always been more than just a technical activity, and 'speech
community' has been especially hard to tie down as a analytic term isolated from the
much larger debates that affect our understanding of community as a concept in everyday
language and in social science more generally.  Within this larger field, a number of shifts
have recently become salient.  Rather than our actions being seen as a mere reflection of
our belonging to 'big' communities that pre-exist us, there is now more emphasis on the
part that here-and-now social action plays in the production of 'small' but new
communities, and rather than just concentrating on behaviour at the core, there is a burst
of interest in interaction with 'strangers' inside, outside and at the boundaries.
Comparably, scholarship itself doesn't simply report on communities - it also helps to
create them, destroy and prevent their inception.   To give a clearer idea of these more
general changes in perspective and focus, I will try to embed the discussion of sub-
disciplinary schools and themes in a larger epistemic frame.  More specifically, I will
suggest that during the 1960s and 70s (and often much later), treatments of 'speech
community' were dominated by a preoccupation with the encounter between 'tradition'
and 'modernity', while we can make better sense of more recent developments if we refer
to the discourses of late/post-modernity.

From the start of sociolinguistic discussion of speech community, the aim has
been to show that social organisation and language use are profoundly interwoven, and so
when our sense of speech community alters, there are often consequences for the kinds of
language practice that we attend to.  In line with this, I also try to describe important
changes in linguistic focus, covering shifts of interest running, for example, from
competence, ignorance to reflexivity, from practice, representation to artful
performance, and from regularity to spectacle.

My discussion is divided into the following sections: (1) Community speech and
speech community: Pragmatic vs distributional perspectives; (2) Speech community at
the interface of 'tradition and modernity'; (3) Late modern discourse, language and
community; (4) Communities of practice; (5) Community as a semiotic sign; (6)
Language ideologies and the production of community; (7) From the 'linguistics of
community' to a 'linguistics of contact'; (8) Community and discourse in the Information
Age; (9) Conclusion.

1 Community speech and speech community: pragmatic vs distributional
perspectives

Sociolinguistic discussion of  'speech community' in the 1960s and 70s was animated by
opposition to at least two tendencies:
- first, a neglect of the social and cultural in linguistics:  for example, Chomsky's

assertion that serious linguistic study was only possible if it assumed an 'ideal speaker-
hearer in a homogeneous speech community', or, less radically, the logo-centric
reduction of community to language which Hymes saw as an effect of Bloomfield's
definition (Hymes 1972a:54, 1974:47;Bloomfield 1933:Ch3; Lyons 1970:326)



- second, normative mono-dialectalism, particularly in education: "the erroneous and
deadening fiction that there is always only one (and always the same one) correct
variety [in the speech community]" (Fishman 1972b:321; Hymes 1972b, Labov
1969, Halliday 1978)

But developing an alternative to these views could lead in two directions.  On the one
hand, a primarily 'pragmatic' analysis could focus on the way in which speech itself is
permeated by the socio-cultural, documenting "the rules of use without which the rules of
grammar would be useless" and examining the practical misunderstandings that can arise if
one neglects norms of appropriacy and assumes speech community co-membership solely
on the basis of linguistic structure (Hymes 1972b:287ff, 278).  On the other hand, a
'distributional' approach could try to demonstrate that the heterogeneity of the speech
community is actually structured, that there is pattern rather than randomness in the
obvious across-context and inter-speaker differences displayed among members of a
language group, and that far from being broken and disorderly, the grammar of non-
standard speakers has integrity and system (Labov 1982).

These two perspectives figure side-by-side in programmatic discussions of 'speech
community' during this period (eg Gumperz 1962, 1968, Hymes 1972a, Labov 1972a,
Fishman 1972a, Halliday 1978), but their empirical elaboration pulls them apart (Kerswill
1994:26), and while 'speech community' becomes a redundant concept in pragmatic
analysis, it remains pivotal in the distributional.  The reasons for this bifurcation are as
follows.

In the pragmatic approach, membership of a particular speech community is
postulated in the background as the origin of the social norms that determine the
appropriacy of speech, producing social meaning above and beyond referential
intelligibility (Hymes 1972a; Gumperz 1968:381).  With the emphasis on the complexity
of communicative action, on acts and events in their ecology, there is a need for quite
substantial  immersion in the fieldwork setting and for analysis which treats language as
just one among a great many resources for the creation of meaning (Bauman & Sherzer
1974:89).  The practicalities of data elicitation and analysis generally require fairly deep
involvement with a relatively small number of informants, and the outcome is likely to
be the detailed portrait of an internally differentiated but fairly coherent group, outlining
the cultural integrity of distinctive speech practices, as well, sometimes, as the ways in
which they are transmitted intergenerationally.  Anthropology and ethnography provide
the most obvious home and method for this approach.  The tendency has been for studies
to focus on groups who are unfamiliar to the educated western reader, and like
ethnographic case-studies more generally, the findings seek much of their power and
validity through their comparability and translatability to settings that the reader actually
does know (LeCompte & Goetz 1982).  Claims about the extent to which the particular
group being studied is representative of a larger population tend to be weak (Irvine
1987:18), and the demands of fieldwork and analysis in this approach generally inhibit
any empirical specification of limits to the demographic spread of a particular practice.
From the outset, ethnographically oriented definitions of speech community have
declared their own tentativeness and dependance "on the level of abstraction we wish to
achieve" (Gumperz 1962:31, 1968:381; Hymes 1972a:54), and rather than serving as a
descriptive tool, the notion of 'speech community' functions more as an ontological
marker, "a necessary primary term in that it postulates the basis of description as a social,
rather than a linguistic entity" (Hymes 1972a:54).  In line with both this and the
injunction that the "essential thing is that the object of description be an integral social
unit" (Hymes 1972a:55), studies within this tradition move rapidly beyond any technical
notion to more intuitive everyday uses of 'community' to describe the settings where their
fieldwork is located (cf the papers in eg Cazden, John & Hymes (eds) 1972; Heath 1983;
Section 2 below).

All this is in striking contrast to the distributional approach.  In the distributional
approach, speech community is an empirical territory spanned by the patterned
variability of a linguistic structure - "Any description of language must take the speech
community as its object if it is to do justice to the elegance and regularity of linguistic
structure" (Labov 1989:52).   As in the pragmatic perspective, social norms are thought
to have a profound influence on the shape and interpretation of speech, but rather than



taking this as a cue to explore the relation of language to normative expectations across
many dimensions of socio-cultural organisation, analysis homes in on the shared
evaluative rating (of the speech) of different social subgroups, which is seen as the central
principle structuring linguistic variability and as a key element constituting speech
community itself (Labov 1972a:120-1; Trudgill & Giles 1978; Bell 1984).  The multi-
layered complexity of communicative action is subordinated to an interest in the social
and historical spread, change and maintenance of specific linguistic variables, and speech
events are standardised to facilitate economical elicitation of comparative data from quite
large numbers of speakers, who are often a systematic sample from larger populations
(Labov 1981, Trudgill 1974; Kerswill 1994:23; Hudson 1996:28).  The outcome of this
survey is a map of the speech community which can point to its outer boundaries, which
claims to be able to identify inauthentic members (Labov 1980), and which may well
include the reader him/herself, this latter attribute contributing much to the reproach to
armchair theorists that animated early variationists (Labov 1972a:Ch 8).  At the same
time, however, it may only be a handful of linguistic variables that provide the empirical
basis for this map (J. Milroy 1992:61), and this means that it is very vulnerable to
revision by researchers looking at more or others (Kerswill 1994:26-7).  As it becomes
clear that different variables actually have different social distributions, with people in
different regions sharing some linguistic features but not others, the meaning of speech
community becomes increasingly item-specific and therefore technical, amounting to not
much more than (some aspect of) the sociolinguistic patterning encompassed within the
spread of a particular variable and/or its evaluation.  Thus defined, the ground covered
within 'speech community' might either massively expand, encompassing the
"community of all speakers of English" on some variables (Labov 1989:2, cited in
Hudson 1996:30), or alternatively, where the focus is on the innovation of a new
linguistic item, it could shrink down to a total population of just two (J. Milroy 1992:221;
cf Kerswill 1994:159-160 on nested speech communities).  This technical specialisation
edges 'speech community' back towards the logo-centricity criticised in Chomsky and
Bloomfield: the linguistic definition comes first and social attributes are only adduced
afterwards, the identification of important social dimensions relying more on the
importation of social theories from elsewhere, or on the researcher's own commonsense
about society, than on inductive cultural description (Gumperz 1982:26; Williams
1992:73; Labov 1972:120; J. Milroy 1992:61,201).

It would be a mistake to try to allocate sociolinguists unambiguously to either of
these two approaches to speech community.  Labov has obviously done important work
within the ethnographic/pragmatic approach (1972b), Bernstein engaged in the
systematic distributional analysis of rules of use (1973), and the Milroys developed a
relatively ethnographic focus on close groups within variationism (L. Milroy 1980; J.
Milroy 1992:207).   Even so, the logics of pragmatic and distributional enquiry lead in
different directions, and this tends to undermine attempts to achieve a unified summative
sociolinguistic definition of 'speech community' (Hudson 1996:24-30; Wardhaugh
1986:Ch5; Duranti 1997:79-83).

In the formative period of contemporary sociolinguistics, then, there were major
methodological fissures underlying the treatment of speech community.  Seen at a more
abstract level, however, the research I have discussed shared a common orientation to the
problematic interface between 'tradition' and 'modernity', and below, I shall try to show
that this distinguishes it from more recent work.

2 'Speech community' at the interface of 'tradition and modernity'
The interface between 'tradition' and 'modernity' has been enormously formative for the
social sciences.  According to Giddens 1990a:15-16:

"Sociology has its origins in the coming of modernity - in the dissolution of the
traditional world and the consolidation of the modern.  Exactly what 'traditional' and
'modern' should be taken to mean is a matter of chronic debate.  But this much is
plain.  With the arrival of industrialism, the transfer of millions of people from rural
communities to cities, the progressive development of mass democracy, and other
quite fundamental institutional changes, the new world was savagely wrenched away
from the old.  What began as a series of transformations substantially internal to



Europe and North America has increasingly traversed the globe.  The lurching
juggernaut of change which the West launched is still careering erratically over the
surface of the earth.  Sociology was born of the attempt to track its path, but until
well into the twentieth century was itself rather too strongly stamped by the context
of its own origins"

In definitions of speech community in the 60s and 70s, the encounter between 'tradition'
and 'modernity' was often mentioned, and as I have already suggested, one of the central
missions of sociolinguistics was to make modern institutions, especially schools, more
hospitable to the diverse and often supposedly non-modern populations that they served.
In the process, debates about the relationship between children and schools generated a
large variety of binary dichotomies, many of which resonated with arguments about the

philosophical underpinnings of liberal modernity1
.  The dichotomies ranged across:

- modes of expression: vernacular vs standard, oral vs literate, concrete vs abstract,
implicit vs explicit, narrative vs argument, metaphorical vs rational, contextualised
vs decontextualised, particularistic vs universalistic, grounded in high vs low shared
knowledge;

- types of social organisation: home vs school, close vs open networks, homogeneous
vs heterogeneous, solidarity- vs status-based, and

- social categories: migrant vs host, minority vs majority, female vs male, working vs
middle class.

Sociolinguists often devoted considerable energy to contesting these polarities and
the collocational chains that they tended to form (eg vernacular + oral + narrative +
particularistic + close networks + working class + traditional vs standard + literate +

argument + universalistic + open networks + middle class + modern).  Efforts were made
to complicate, uncouple and refute these associations, and/or to negate or reverse their
valuation as better vs worse (Hymes 1980:129-30; Bauman & Sherzer 1989:xvii; Labov
1969, Heath 1982, Street 1984), and when tradition and modernity figured in their
discussions of 'speech community', Gumperz, Hymes, Fishman and others were highly
sensitive to the risks of prejudging what 'simple' and 'complex' societies actually were.
Hymes excepted (1972a:54), programmatic definitions proposed 'speech community' as a
neutral superordinate concept, capable of embracing all types of society, from small face-
to-face bands to modern nations, and the intention was that the differences between
societies could be analysed with lower level concepts like network, role repertoire, and
compartmentalisation (Gumperz 1962, 1968; Fishman 1972a).

In this way, sociolinguists made deliberate efforts to prevent 'speech community'
from being primarily associated with the 'tradition' side of the 'tradition-modernity'
dichotomy, and indeed they also resisted the more ordinary associations of 'community'
with notions of mutuality, fellowship, or locally based interactive Gemeinschaft (Tonnies
1963; Yeo & Yeo 1988).  Nevertheless, it was difficult to stop 'speech community' from

                                                

    1  The liberal tradition is complex and contested, but among other things, it can be characterised in terms of

a) a strong sense of reason as impartiality, with the reasoner standing "apart from his own emotions,
desires and interests... abstracting... away from the concrete situation" (Frazer & Lacey 1993:48);

b) a belief that public and private realms should be clearly separated, with state activity limited to the
public sphere and human diversity and difference regarded as private (ibid 47);

c) an a-historical and 'disembodied' view of the individual, seen as having a "moral primacy... against
the claims of any social collectivity" (Gray 1986:x) and grounded in the "presocial or transcendent
features of human beings" (Frazer & Lacey 1993:45);

d) an insistence that the legitimacy of the state be based on consent and on a public and universal
conception of law committed to rationality (ibid 49-50);

e) a conviction that social reality is knowable,and that social policy and technology might be used to
ameliorate poverty, unhappiness and other ills (ibid 50).

Within sociolinguistics, these values have been at issue in the debates about concrete vs abstract etc modes of
expression, in disputes about the extent to which school and other institutions should recognise different
home cultures, in the argument with Chomsky, in the hypostasisation of system and coherence, and lastly, in
its commitment to social intervention.  (For fuller discussions of liberal modernity relevant to
sociolinguistics, cf Scollon & Scollon 1995:Ch 6, Collins 1998, Heller 1999).



becoming the conceptual frame within which modernity's 'others' were studied, especially
when it coalesced with more everyday uses of community.

In research focusing only on the efficient functioning of modern bureaucratic
institutions, community is an unnecessary term, since "formal organisational criteria can
be counted upon to identify and separate the personnel within which relationships,
behaviour and attitude are to be studied" (Arensberg 1961:247) - it is sufficient to talk of
'middle managers', 'research officers', 'clients', 'patients', 'pupils' etc.  But where (a) the
focus turns to people and groups who don't conform to the expectations of modern
institutions and where (b) there is drive to conceptualise their performance in terms of
difference rather than deficit - ie not just as 'awkward patients', 'dim pupils' - it is difficult
to find any term other than community to encompass the diversity of the alternative
organisational forms within which their non-standard abilities are held to be well-adapted
and develop.  In the end, this makes it very hard to hold to the technical/neutral
definition of speech community that the early theorists intended, and for a number of
reasons (including the fact that it was actually subordinate groups that sociolinguists
tended to study), speech community often came to be associated with the marked
elements in the binary dichotomies I mentioned above (vernacular, oral modes of

expression; close, solidary, home-based networks; minority and working class groups).2

At the same time, sociolinguistics participated in a current of romanticism that
ran deep in the social sciences (Duranti 1988:225), and along with its "announcement of
the universal democracy of acquisition", its "celebration of everyday oral language" and

its suspicion of "official socialisers" (Bernstein 1996:Chs 3 & 7)
3
, sociolinguistics also

often treated community belonging as the condition for any valid language use.
Both pragmatic and distributional approaches emphasised shared norms and

consensus, key community characteristics, as the condition in which people developed
their communicative competence.  The existence of internal differentiation was
obviously an article of faith, but the assumption was that this was describably structured
(Section 1; Bauman & Sherzer 1974:8,89).  System-in-grammar and coherence-in-
discourse were to be described in ways that accommodated diversity within the
community, and in the process, these properties retained their position as (a) the most
highly prized attributes that analysis could recover, (b) as principal arguments in public
advocacy of non-standard varieties, and (c) more generally, as cornerstone modernist
values themselves (see Footnote 1).  M. L. Pratt calls this cluster of assumptions about
system, coherence and socialisation to consensual norms the 'linguistics of community'
(1987; also LePage 1980; Barrett 1997:190; Rampton 1997a), and argues that "when
social division and hierarchy [were] studied, the linguist's choice [was] often to imagine
separate speech communities with their own boundaries, sovereignty, fraternity and
authenticity,... giv[ing] rise to a linguistics that seeks to capture identity, but not the
relationality of social differentiation", looking within but not across "lines of social
differentiation, of class, race, gender, age" (1987:56, 59, 61).  Conflict and

                                                

    2  This can be seen in Labov's shift from a differentiated item-by-item view of points where white and black

people belonged to similar and different speech communities (1972a:118) to a view where for
practical/educational purposes, differences are totemised in the representation of the African American speech
community as a disadvantaged social group (Labov 1982; cf Morgan 1994:328-9, 337-9).

    3  In an account of sociolinguistics and other social sciences, Bernstein discusses the influence of ideas

about 'competence', which he characterises as follows:
"The social logic of the concept competence may reveal:
1 an announcement of the universal democracy of acquisition.  All are inherently competent.  There

is no deficit.
2 the individual as active and creative in the construction of a valid world of meaning and practice.

There can only be differences between such worlds, meanings and practices
3 a celebration of everyday, oral language use and a suspicion of specialised languages
4 official socialisers are suspect, for acquisition is a tacit, invisible act, not subject to public

regulation or, perhaps, not primarily acquired through such regulation
5 a critique of hierarchical relations, where domination is replaced by facilitation and imposition

by accommodation" (1996:150)



misunderstanding were certainly recognised, but they were often thought to occur in the
gap between integrated cultural and linguistic systems, this gap being seen as the place for
practical interventions that could try to help the proponents of different systems to
understand each other and adjust, not as itself a locus for the description of practices and
relationships where people managed without regard for the linguist's ontology.  Code-
mixing and switching were also analysed, but again, rather than intergroup improvisations,
the central interest was in systematic patterns attributed to participation within relatively
stable bilingual ingroups (Woolard 1988:69-70; Rampton 1995a:Ch11).

Overall, then, an imprint of the encounter between 'tradition' and 'modernity' can
be seen in the way that treatments of 'speech community' in the 1960s, 70s and 80s
participated in a particular project.  This was a broadly romantic project that set itself
against the grain of popular opinion and that sought to rehabilitate subordinate and
marginal groups - modernity's others - by attributing system and coherence to their
conduct, system and coherence being rational properties that modernity rated much more
highly than, say, sanctity or splendour.  In the following sections, I shall try to show that
it is increasingly hard to sustain this trajectory as we move into late/post-modernity,
where modernity itself becomes an object of inspection rather than just a vantage point.
Disputes about deficit, difference and domination - the inter-group politics nourished by a
view of communities as separate socio-cultural blocs - lose much of their purchase when
the clarity, permanence and omni-relevance of specific community memberships are
questioned, and when community belonging is treated as a product created in the here-
and-now, not just as an inherited condition.  Similarly, system and coherence lose their
compelling force when their status as culturally specific values becomes clearer and when
analysis moves into the gap between relatively stable groupings, where regularities and
conventions are much less certain.

It is worth beginning the account of this shift by outlining some key ideas in the
discourses of late modernity.

3 Late modern discourse, language and community
Periodising the pre-modern, the modern and the late or post-modern is notoriously
difficult, and it would be a serious mistake to assume that a 'modernity-postmodernity'
interface now makes 'tradition vs modernity' irrelevant, that all of the concepts and
methods formulated within it are now redundant, or at a time of US imperial ascendancy,
that nation-states have ceased to matter (Billig 1995:Ch7; Morley & Robins 1995:37).
Broadly speaking, however, there are at least two strands of thought on the significance
of late/post-modernity (Frazer & Lacey 1992).  One line argues for the emergence of a
new perspective, abandoning the liberal project of rationality together with the hope that

social science can understand and harness the laws of social life4
.  The other proposes

that western societies are actually in a new era, profoundly affected by new information
technologies, by a decline in traditional political institutions and by the rise of new social
movements.  How are these developments related to sociolinguistics and to speech
community?

Contesting the possibility of an objectively knowable reality and of a
rational/scientific 'voice from nowhere', one of the most important elements within the
'new perspective' approach to late modernity has been social constructionism, the view
that instead of being the product of forces that actors neither control nor comprehend,
human reality is extensively reproduced and created anew in the socially and historically
specific activities of everyday life (Giddens 1976, 1984).  There is a strong case that this
actually has rather deep roots in sociolinguistics (Sapir [1931] 1949:104; Bauman &
Sherzer 1974:8, 1989:xvii-xix; Halliday 1978:169-70), though it is only relatively
recently that "agent- and practice-centred perspectives" have become mainstream
orthodoxy, and comprehension of the "dynamic interplay between the social,
                                                

    4  The liberal values of individuality, freedom and equality are themselves regarded as biased in the

interests of powerful groups, and 'grand theories' which make claims to 'truth' are either treated sceptically or
seen as repressive instruments of power.



conventional, ready-made in social life and the individual, creative, and emergent qualities
of human existence" remains a "key problem demand[ing] a great deal more work"
(Bauman & Sherzer 1989:xix; also eg Bernstein 1975:151-2).  But at the very least,
social constructionism makes "[t]he assumption that speech communities, defined as
functionally integrated social systems with shared norms of evaluation, can actually be
isolated ... subject to serious question" (Gumperz 1982:26).

The response has been to take the analysis of speech community in two
directions (both of them already flagged up in earlier discussions):
a) to a close-up analysis of face-to-face interaction in relatively consolidated social

relationships (cf Hymes 1972a:54, Fishman 1972a:23), and
b) to an investigation of 'community' as itself a semiotic sign and ideological product (cf

eg Gumperz 1962:34 & Fishman 1972a:23).
These two enterprises are broadly compatible: social constructionism is typical in both;
they are often informed by more and less explicit ideas about a political economy of
language, with notions of eg  markets and symbolic capital becoming something of a new
common-sense (cf Bourdieu 1977, 1991; Eckert & McGonnell-Ginet 1992:469,474,479;
Lave & Wenger 1991:70; Duranti 1997:Chs 2&3; Hanks 1996; Irvine 1989; Gal 1989;
Urcioli 1996); and generally speaking, they both move some way beyond the
romanticism critiqued in Bernstein's account of the 'social logic of competence' (see
above & footnote 3).

There is probably a difference, however, in their implications for the conceptual
vocabulary of sociolinguistics.  Borrowing from LePage and Tabouret-Keller (1980,

1985)5
, it is obvious that both take 'focussing' rather than 'diffusion' as their central

object - the first group of studies looking at interaction in focussed settings where
feedback draws conduct into close conformity with dominant expectations, and the
second looks at how a sense of community itself gets constructed (focussing processes
themselves).  But in the second perspective there is a constitutive and therefore more
insistent sense of 'otherness' and of life without 'community'.  This opens the door, first
to recognition of the inherent bias towards focussed situations in a number of major
sociolinguistic concepts themselves, and second, to attempts to develop conceptual tools
better suited to analysis of movement in diffuse, indeterminate and border territories.

I shall address approaches to community that have a constitutive sense of
'otherness' in Section 6, moving on to the reassessment of basic concepts in Section 7.  It
is necessary to begin, though, with the concern with close-up interaction analysis,
focusing in particular on the notion of 'communities of practice'.

4 Communities of practice
The move to 'communities of practice' as a key unit of analysis tunes with late modern
uncertainty about grand theoretical totalisations (Z. Bauman 1992a:65).  It synchronises
with the development of micro-ethnography as an alternative to traditional ethnography,
itself increasingly problematised (Trueba & Wright 1981; Clifford 1983) and there is a
rejection both of the abstraction and idealisations of atomistic cognitive individualism in
psychology (Lave & Wenger 1991), and of a tendency to treat speakers in
sociolinguistics as if they are "assembled out of independent modules: [eg] part European
American, part female, part middle-aged, part feminist, part intellectual" (Eckert &
McGonnell-Ginet 1992:471).  Instead, the focus is on mind as "embodied, situated and
social" (New London Group 1996:82), and on the constitution and inter-articulation of
multiple memberships and identies in social practice.

There is in fact still a great deal in common with the ethnographic/pragmatic
approach outlined in Section 1, though the shift from 'speech' to 'practice' is significant,
speech being de-privileged by an intensified empirical gaze which treats situated activity
as a multi-modal semiotic process involving visual, gestural, and proxemic channels as

                                                

    5  Le Page & Tabouret-Keller have used their research in creole communities to develop one of the earliest

and most thorough critical alternatives to modernist assumptions in contemporary sociolinguistics.



well as the physical environment, material artefacts and other objects (McDermott,
Gospodinoff & Aron 1978; Goodwin 1980; Hanks 1996:Ch11).  A range of social
relationships of varying duration are conceptualised as communities of practices (eg
unions, trades, boards of directors, marriages, bowling teams, classrooms - Lave & Wenger
1991:98, Eckert & McGonnell-Ginet 1992), though there are firmer limits than before
on the level of abstraction to which the analyst can take the term, and an orientation to
the lived texture of situated experience prohibits its extension to cover to all forms of
social organisation, as intended in the formulations of 'speech community' by Gumperz
and Fishman (Section 2).  'Community' as a concept is also much less likely to slip
towards the folk/vernacular side of the tradition-modernity divide, and in fact notions
from the discourse of 'situated learning' and 'communities of practice' are not only used to
analyse workplace interaction but also have currency in 'fast capitalist' management
theory (Gee et al 1996:65 et passim).

Arguments as to whether intergroup relationships are best described in terms of
deficit, difference or domination are shifted into a much more fine-grained and complex
account of imposition, collusion and struggle in communicative practice, as people
invoke, avoid or reconfigure the cultural and symbolic capital attendant on identities with
different degrees of purchase and accessibility in specific situations, and there is scope for
Goffmanesque analysis of frame play and manipulation, defection and disloyalty included
(Goffman 1959, 1974; Lave & Wenger 1991:64; McDermott & Tylbor 1983).  And so
rather than being seen as identities separated and largely determined by biological or
cultural inheritance, 'ethnics' and 'mainstreamers', men and women, are much more likely
to be viewed as co-participants in discourses of power that position them differently
within partly shared environments where constraints and possibilities are unequally
distributed.

But even though the ongoing production of community involves the partial
coordination of heterogeneous strategies and resources, as well as an unending process of
improvisation within micro-contexts that are continuously shifting (Hanks 1991:16,20),
there is a temptation to prioritise relations within groups rather than between or across.
If one reduces the magnification and steps back from the microscopic flow, 'community'
puts principal emphasis on the repetitive affirmation of relatively durable social ties in
practical activity, rather than their collapse, rupture or irrelevance.  Although there is
nothing that makes them mutually exclusive (see below), more attention tends to be
given to movement inside the horizons of a particular institutional activity system (Lave
& Wenger 1991:98), to its evolving reproduction, to the local use of resources, and to
the socialisation, 'prime' and 'eventide' of its members, than to commodity exchange
between communities, their plans for territorial expansion, their treatment of intruders,
and the construction, policing or invasion of their boundaries.

The relationship between communities of practice is certainly identified as an
important issue, and there is extensive recognition that particular communities of
practice are affected by larger social and historical processes (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet
1992:464, 473,487; Lave & Wenger 1991:70,92,122).  McDermott (1988) addresses the
sometimes desperate struggle for self-expression of people whose loyalties lie with
subordinate communities not recognised within the communities of practice where they
find themselves, and Goodwin 1996 provides a critically reflexive analysis of how
"theories, artifacts and bodies of expertise" become "the insignia" of a professional
community of practice in courtroom and mass-mediated communication (1994:606).
Eckert and McConnell-Ginet insist that the sociolinguistic description of situated practice
should hold itself accountable to social theory (1992:485), and at time when there is a
feeling that social totality has been "dissipated into a series of randomly emerging,
shifting and evanescent islands of order" (Z. Bauman 1992:189), research on
communities of practice may be particularly well-pitched.  Even so, attention to
stereotypes, to outgroup imagery, to the profile that particular communities might have
when they are seen from outside or far off, is vulnerable to one of the central
preoccupations of the theory of situated practice.  The theory of practice is grounded in a
major critique of abstract models, rules and representations, which are regarded as being
historically overprivileged in social science and blind to their own embedding in tacit,
locally and historically situated activity (Bourdieu 1977:Ch 1; Lave & Wenger 1991:20;



Lave 1993:22ff; Hanks 1996:240; New London Group 1996:84).  As an inexorable fact
of all thought and action, situatedness does indeed demand analysis, but on its own, it is
not sufficient as a perspective on eg a fear of outsiders, a longing for elsewhere, or the
anxiety of being guideless 'abroad' in unknown terrain.  If one wants to understand
experiences such as these, then models and representations also call for serious and
sustained analytic attention.  Putting it a little differently, 'community' can't only be seen
as co-participation in locally embedded practice - analysis also has to extend to the way
in which 'community' serves as a symbol and sign itself.

5 'Community' as a semiotic sign
There are no absolute reasons why community-as-symbol shouldn't be combined with
community-as-coparticipation-in-activity, but there has actually been quite a lot of
variation in the extent to which work on the former - on 'community' as a relational sign
- has taken culturally contexted communicative action into account.

Hudson's (1980, 1996) discussion of 'speech community' draws heavily on LePage
and Tabouret-Keller (1985) and it has been often cited, but it represents one of the least
socially embedded approaches.  It originates in a grammarian's commitment to developing
a non-Chomskyan, non-modular view of linguistic competence and structure (Hudson
1996:xiv, 3), and it is part of an attempt build social information into grammar with the
aid of a model of culture drawn from cognitive anthropology (cf Foley 1997:18ff &

Hudson 1996:71).   Language is seen as being "in the individual" (1984:31-42, 1996:29)6
,

and community, group and other social entities are regarded as mental categories linked to
specific linguistic items (1996:48-49).  Overall, Hudson's approach is more closely tuned
to the variationist/distributional tradition than the ethnographic/ pragmatic one; there is
relatively little concern with discourse data or with processes involved in the (co-
)construction of socio-cognitive typifications; and the view is that "[h]owever important
power may be in life and society at large... in most languages, most of the time, power is
irrelevant to speech" (1996:240).

'Community' as a mental representation is much more closely integrated with
pragmatics and discourse processing by Clark (1996a:Ch4, 1996b), who argues that
multiple attributions of community membership in terms of nationality, education,
occupation, hobby etc play a major part in establishing common ground between
participants in interaction (1996b:332-4) and are vital to processes as basic as the
interpretation of word meaning - "it is essential to specify for every convention the
communities in which it holds" 1996b:337, 338-40).   The enunciation of this
perspective might be framed in relatively idealised terms, but it is easily transferred to
empirical description of the strategic projection of group identities in eg urban situations
where "new ethnic identities rely on linguistic symbols to establish speech conventions
that are significantly different", and that "can act as powerful instruments of persuasion
in everyday communicative situations for participants who share [the] values [of the
group that is thereby indexed]" (Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz 1982:6).

When attention turns to the strategic use of socially distinct speech features and
to the way that they "can serve as the rallying point for interest group sharing" (ibid p 7),
community-as-representation is treated not only as a antecedent resource required in the
coordination of meaning, but also as a productive device in the structuring of subsequent
interaction.  In the logic of social constructionism, the interplay between practice and
representation in fact carries further, with inherited perceptions of 'community' being
themselves challenged, ratified or reshaped in interaction and new forms of solidarity
emerging in the process, temporarily at least (Hewitt 1986; Rampton 1995a; Eckert &
McConnell-Ginet 1992:462,464).

The integration of community-as-sign and community-of-practice is well
illustrated in cases such as these, and indeed the social affiliations that develop are subject
                                                

    6  The rejection of structural-functionalist ideas about normative social systems emerges through an

argument with Labov's notion of 'community grammar' as a collective phenomenon (Hudson 1980:183ff,
1996:29-30; cf also LePage 1980).



to varying degrees of institutionalisation, conscious planning and design (see eg Swales
1990:Ch 2).  Following on from that, however, it needs to be emphasised that community
as a sign (or symbol) often has an effect that extends well beyond the face-to-face arena.
The ways in which ideas of language and community have contributed both to the
construction of wider communicative spaces, and to the conventions regulating
participation in them, is a major interest in studies of language ideology.

6 Language ideologies and the production of community
Language ideologies are at work in interpersonal encounters, and can certainly be studied
within a communities-of-practice perspective (Volosinov 1973:Part II Ch. 3; Rampton
1995a:Ch 12).  In linguistic anthropology, though, there is growing feeling that the tools
of face-to-face analysis are limited when it comes to "the ways in which linguistic
practices contribute to the reproduction and legitimation of hierarchy in larger social
institutions such as the state, or about the ways in which speech communities are linked
to broader political economic structures... Similarly, within this framework it has been
difficult to analyze adequately the processes of mass-mediated communication that often
connect disparate communities and that are increasingly of interest in social theory" (Gal
& Woolard 1995:134-135; Gal & Irvine 1995:987; Gal 1995:416; Hannerz 1992a,
1992b).

Anderson's work on the role that mass-produced print genres played in the
'imagining' and production of nation-states as communities is an important reference
point (1983), and the aims here are to see how a spread of people gets constituted as a
'community' in the first place, and how "linguistic units come to be linked with social
units", languages with peoples (Gal & Irvine:1995:970).  This differs from the
community of practice view in emphasising boundaries of exclusion and the production of
'Others' contrastively defining 'Us'.  It also often focusses on relatively macro-scopic
historical contexts, rather than on here-and-now situated interactional processes in the
co-construction and inter-articulation of identities within communities.  In addition, the
critical investigation of 'totalising' overgeneralisation in the representation of social
groups moves beyond the communities-of-practice attempt to develop modes of analysis
that are less freighted with the assumptions of modernity, to an account of the
production of key features of modernity itself (Urla 1993a, 1993b; Gal & Irvine 1995;
Appadurai 1988).

Within this approach, analysis addresses several forms of 'Them' and 'Us'.  Among
the stereotyped Thems/Others formulated in rhetorical practice and evoked, for example,
through linguistic code selection, some may be constructed as targets of fear, contempt
and/or charity (Hinnenkamp 1987; Potter & Wetherall 1992; Billig 1995; Blommaert &
Verschueren 1998), while others may be produced as objects of desire, fashion
accoutrements and/or marketised life-style options, with 'authenticity' becoming as much
an issue of commodity branding as a matter of ethnic roots (Lury 1996; Hill 1993, 1995;
K. Hall 1995:201-3; Urcioli 1996; Hoechsmann 1997).  As well as 'them', 'them for us' or
'them for you', discourse and language choice can also construct 'us for you', as revealed in
studies of conversationalisation in advertising and official communications (Fairclough
1992; New London Group 1996:70), and one of the principal effects of this recognition
of the semiotic constructedness of communities (and 'cultures' [plural]) is to throw earlier
distinctions between 'vernacular' and 'official' into disarray, challenging

"notions of culture.. which have tended to be predicated on such hierarchies and
polarities as high and low,... elite and popular.   .... Where popular culture is often the
product of urban, commercial and state interests, where folk culture is often a
response to the competitive cultural policies of today's nation-states, and where
traditional culture is often the result of conscious deliberation or elaboration, these
terms clearly need rethinking" (Appadurai & Breckenridge 1988).

The analytic lens moves perhaps closest to 'Us' when it turns to cultural
production of the bourgeois  'public sphere'.  Here, discursive participation has been
ideologically styled as disinterested, rational, egalitarian and decontextualised through the



anonymity of print, but in practice, contributions to it normally aid and are abetted by
domination and a range of exclusions (eg by class and gender) (cf Scollon & Scollon
1995:Ch6; Gal & Woolard (eds) 1995; Sarangi 1996; Footnote 1).  At the same time, the
norms regulating public discourse are subject to change and resistance, and there can also
be efforts to maintain or create alternative public arenas (Fairclough 1992; Urla 1995;
Collins 1998; Gilroy 1987).  In fact, this analysis of the bourgeois public sphere, an
important component in liberal modernity, is particularly significant in the way that it
feeds off and into critical reflection on the assumptions, values and practices of the
academic 'community' in general and linguistics in particular.  Disciplinary knowledge has
played an important public role in the political construction of both modernity and its
others, and recognition of this adds impetus to the reassessment of inherited concepts and
methods within linguistics.

5 From the 'linguistics of community' to a 'linguistics of contact'
The role that language scholarship and its 'philological incendiaries' (Anderson 1983:81)
played in the development of the 19th century European nation-state has been long and
widely recognised, as has the important role that it has played in the expansion and
organisation of empires (cf Fishman 1972b:230; Robins 1979:Chs6&7; Hymes 1980;
Anderson 1983; Pratt 1987; Gal & Irvine 1995; Said 1978; Bolinger 1975:507; Collins
1998:5,60; Blommaert (ed) Forthcoming).  Within these processes of language and
identity construction, epistemology and politics have often been mutually endorsing.
The idea of autonomous languages free from agency and individual intervention meshed
with the 19th century differentiation of peoples in terms of spiritual essences (Gal &
Irvine 1995; Taylor 1990), while much more recently, the post-war British and American
commodification and export of English has been aided by models which treat language (a)
as an isolable structural entity that is much more aligned with the universals of mind than
anchored in the specifics of culture, but that is nevertheless (b) guaranteed authentic only
in and by 'native speakers' (cf Phillipson 1992; Pennycook 1994; Rampton 1995a:Ch13,
1995c).

This recognition that "theory making is itself a social practice in the 'real world'"
(Cameron 1994:19; Hymes [1973] 1980) has initiated a wide-ranging review of concepts
and methods which is still far from complete.  But following Pratt (1987), as well as the
paradigm-shifting work of LePage and Tabouret-Keller (1985), a substantial part of this
reorientation can be described as a move from the 'linguistics of community' to a
'linguistics of contact'.

Linguistics can itself be said to have emerged through the experience of contact
with other groups and languages (Hymes 1980:55; Volosinov 1973:Part II, Ch2; Williams
1977; Robins 1979), but disorderly hybridity and mixing have been overwhelmingly
repressed, either regularised and idealised out (as in Chomskyan approaches), or analysed
in ways that discover system and rationality beneath the surface (sociolinguistics).
Randomness and disorder have however become much more important in recent social
theory, where instead of trying to define the core features of any social group or
institution, there is major interest in the flows of people, knowledge, texts and objects
across social and geographical space, in the boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, and in
fragmentation, indeterminacy and ambivalence.  Groups that were hitherto conceived of
as minorities inside the nation-state are conceptually relocated within transnational
diaspora (Safran 1991; Clifford 1994), and according to Hall 1992:310:

"everywhere, cultural identities are emerging which are not fixed, but poised, in
transition between different positions; which draw on different cultural traditions at
the same time; and which are the product of those complicated cross-overs and
cultural mixes which are increasingly common in a globalised world... [People with
experience of living in two places] are not and will never be unified in the old sense,
because they are irrevocably the product of several interlocking histories and cultures,
belong at one and the same time to several 'homes' (and to no one particular 'home').
People belonging to such cultures of hybridity have had to renounce the dream or



amibition of rediscovering any kind of 'lost' cultural purity, or ethnic absolutism.
They are irrevocably translated..." (cf also Leung et al 1997:551).

The experience of being in transition between places, institutions and groups is a major
new focus (Hannerz 1990; Clifford 1992), and looking at life within the 'ingroup', there is
now recognition of the 'stranger' who "calls the bluff of the opposition between friends
and enemies as the compleat mappa mundi [map of the world], as the difference which
consumes all difference and hence leaves nothing outside itself... [Strangers] unmask the
brittle artificiality of division" (Z. Bauman 1990:145,148; Rampton 1995b:488-9).  This
shift in the agenda of social theory opens uncharted (and partly unchartable) horizons,
but there are already implications for our conceptualisation of communication.

With the experience of anomalous social difference now treated as a central
rather than subsidiary characteristic of contemporary life, there are grounds for
questioning the significance of 'negotiation' as a central pragmatic principle.  In Barth's
view,

"'[n]egotiation' suggests a degree of conflict of interests but within a framework of
shared understandings.  The disorder entailed in the religious, social, ethnic, class and
cultural pluralism of Sohar goes far beyond what can be retrieved as ambiguities of
interest, relevance, and identity resolved through negotiation" (1992:27; cf also Pratt
1986, 1987)

Instead, rather than being treated as common ground to which interactants can fall back
in moments of difficulty, the identification of any common ground available as a starting
point itself needs to be seen as a major task  (Barrett 1996:188-191; Gee 1999:15ff).
Similarly, the traditional priority given to 'competence' looks over-optimistic and
increasingly inadequate, and instead, ignorance itself becomes a substantive issue for
theory and ethnographic description, not just a technical problem contracted out to the

applied linguistics of language teaching (Rampton 1997a:330; Zentella 1997)7
.  The

salience of non-shared knowledge increases the significance of "knowing one's own
ignorance, knowing that others know something else, knowing whom to believe,
developing a notion of the potentially knowable" (Hannerz 1992a:45; Rampton 1997c)
and indeed, as well as not being able to take cooperation and mutual understanding for
granted, winning and holding attention is itself seen as a challenge.  All these factors draw
into focus the different ways in which people reflect meta-linguistically, meta-
pragmatically and meta-culturally on the shape of their own discourse and its reception by
others (Briggs & Bauman 1990; Lucy 1993; Urcioli 1996; Hannerz 1992a:44, 1992b:43),
and among other things, "[l]inguistic features are seen as reflecting and expressing broader
cultural images of people and activities... [S]peakers have, and act in relation to,
ideologically constructed representations of linguistic practice" (Gal & Irvine 1995:973).

This reflexivity and 'loss of innocence' in speech requires us to look beyond
(tacit) practice to (artful) 'performance', construed as speech where there is "heightened
awareness of both the act of expression and the performer" (Bauman 1986:3; Bauman &
Briggs 1990).  In Bakhtin's terms, we need to look beyond "direct unmediated discourse
directed exclusively toward its referential object, as an expression of the speaker's
ultimate semantic authority" to 'double-voicing', where someone else's discourse and the
presence of various influences "enter into the project that th[e speaker's] discourse has
set itself" (1984:187).  Methodologically, this shift beyond style to stylisation and the
'arts of the contact zone' (Pratt 1991) makes the premium that linguistics has

traditionally placed on the unconscious and the repetitive seem rather 'Fordist'8, and if

                                                

    7  Among other things, efforts to understand what happens in unfamiliar and uncertain situations could

benefit from the reconciliation of interpretive sociolinguistics and second language acquisition research, even
though there are some substantial methodological obstacles (Rampton 1997a, 1997c).

    8  Gee et al characterise Fordism as follows: "[w]orkers, hired from the head down had only to follow

directions and mechanically carry out a rather meaningless piece of a process they did not need to understand
as a whole, and certainly did not control" (1996:26)



Zygmunt Bauman is right that in late modernity, "[s]ignificance and numbers have parted
ways" and that "[s]tatistically insignificant phenomena may prove to be decisive"
(1992a:192), then regularity, consistency and system lose their primacy and our focus
needs to extend to the unusual and spectacular.

For a spectacular practice or event to be significant, of course, it can't be just
done once and forgotten.  As a spectacle, its salience derives by definition from the fact
that it breaches routine expectations, but some record or memory of it must be retained
and circulated over time and space.  To study this, it is no longer adequate just to
concentrate on the producer's communicative competence, on their durable, underlying
but situation-sensitive disposition, even though this certainly still has an important role
to play.  Instead, analysis needs to address the multiple people and processes involved in
the design or selection of textual 'projectiles' which have some hope of travelling across
contexts, in the alteration and revaluation of texts in 'transportation', in their embedding
in new contexts.  Broadly compatible 'hit-or-miss' conceptions of speech itself can be
found in LePage and Tabouret-Keller's notion of 'projection' across inner worlds
(1985:181), and more recently, a similar cluster of concerns has developed in linguistic
anthropology, where for example, 'entextualisation' is seen as a process to be studied "in
formal and functional terms by exploring the means available to participants in
performance situations to render stretches of discourse discontinuous with their discursive
surround, thus making them into coherent, effective and memorable texts" (Bauman &
Briggs 1990:73-4; see also Silverstein & Urban (eds) 1996; Spitulnik 1997).

Most of the phenomena and processes that the 'linguistics of contact' draws
attention to have been going on since human societies began, and a lot of the recent
growth of sociolinguistic interest in them could be attributed to the influence of post-
modernism-as-an-epistemic-perspective (Section 3).  Even so, this shift of interest from
'production-within' to 'projection-across', from the 'use-' to the 'exchange-value' of
language practice, takes on a particular relevance in debates about post-modernity-as-a-
new-historical-era, where new electronic media are seen as leading to the accelerated
collapse of traditional space and time distances, to the loss of difference between public,
private, home, work and abroad, and to the invasion of local life-worlds by global
interests (Giddens 1990b; Castells 1996:336, 360-1; Sarangi 1996:13-15).  There is a
view that the relationships between discourse and community are being dramatically
reconfigured in this new age, and it is worth briefly sketching out some of the main issues.

6 Community and discourse in the Information Age
Discussion of the impact of new information and communication technologies (ICTs) is
complicated by a number of factors: by the range and interconnectedness of the media
involved, by the complexity of the ways in which they're integrated into our everday
lives at work, leisure and home, by the diversity of interactional and textual genres they
are bound up with, and by the tendency for  technological innovation to generate debates
which swing dramatically between utopian and nightmare visions of the future (Bausinger
1984; Fisher 1985; Sefton-Green (ed) 1998).  If research on literacy is anything to go by
(Basso 1974; Street 1984; Barton 1994), then there is a vast amount of descriptive and
analytic work to be done coming to grips with the fluid and dynamic relationship between
the electronic worlds of words and images and the activities of embodied, breathing,
people.

Even so, Castells suggests two broad directions in the development of ICTs which
are particularly relevant for any discussion of their effects on discourse and community:

"The multimedia world will be populated by two essentially distinct populations: the
interacting and the interacted, meaning those who are able to select their multi-
directional circuits of communication, and those who are provided with a restricted
number of prepackaged choices.  And who is what will be largely determined by class,
race, gender and country.  The unifying power of mass television... is now replaced by
a socially stratified differentiation, leading to the coexistence of a customised mass
media culture and an interactive electronic communication network of self-selected
communes" (1996:371; original emphases)



Within one of these strands, it looks as though language and text play an enhanced role in
the construction of communities, while in the other, their significance diminishes.

Research on computer mediated communication (CMC) and on 'virtual
communities' focuses on the relatively privileged, literate groups that Castells refers to,
and at least until the technology develops, communication in electronic networks will
continue to rely overwhelmingly on written text, unsupported by the semiotics of gaze,
voice, body and three-dimensional physical space (Jones (ed) 1995; Herring (ed) 1996;
Yates 1996b; Reich (nd)).  Admittedly, the scope for rapid interaction between senders
and receivers leads to the development of registers that are typical of neither writing nor
speech (Yates 1996a; Werry 1996) and up to a point, verbal and graphological resources
have been developed to replace other semiotic channels - 'emoticons' like '(:-)' can be used
to represent facial expressions, and 'MUDs' and 'MOOs' are "synchronous chat
environments in which participants textually construct their identities, physical
appearance and the physical setting" (Herring 1996a:8).  Even so, the absence (and/or
entextualisation) of sign systems based on the body permits a number of new angles on
community.

In some of the most optimistic visions, CMC permits the revitalisation of the
public sphere, an arena of one-(and many-)to-many dialogue where participation is freed
from the constraints on access that operate in broadcasting and print media, and where
disembodiment permits interaction uninhibited by the 'trappings' of race, ethnic, class and
gender difference.  Beyond that, compared with face-to-face interaction and writing
technologies based on paper, the entextualisation of physical markers (as in MUDs,
MOOs, but also just in eg names) is itself often said to provide individuals with far greater
opportunities to design different identities for themselves, and to ratify and elaborate
these identities in ongoing interactive social lives.  Conversely, others argue much more
pessimistically that CMC entices people into fantasy worlds isolated from the
responsibilities of everyday life.

There are no doubt some situations where these are all fair descriptions, but the
realities are usually much more complex.  Far from permitting the elaboration of a
common public discourse, the concerns of 'virtual communities' are often highly
specialised, and their proliferation may itself fragment the public sphere (Fernback &
Thompson (nd)).  CMC access to virtual communities is constrained by money,
education, time and often gender, and established social identities announce themselves in
the grammatical, semantic and pragmatic texture of discourse, not just in accent and
physical appearance.  And while the idealisation of CMC as a democratic medium needs to
be tempered by a sense of, for instance, the hierarchic professional contexts in which it
often operates (Ziv 1996), fears about CMC's socially isolating effects need to recognise
that 'cyberspace' is a medium for communication between human beings, not robots, and
that within virtual communities of practice, there can be, for example, rituals, shared
histories, sexual relationships, group norms, regulations and socialisation processes, all of
which can help to sustain people in lives they feel to be rich and active (Fernback &
Thompson (nd); Kollock & Smith 1996; Deuel 1996; Hall 1996).

Much remains to learnt, then, of the undoubtely multifarious ways in which CMC
relates to the formation, maintenance and decline of community, though written language
clearly plays an accentuated role and there is a tendency to emphasise agency and
emancipation in the debates about it.  In contrast, for the second group that Castells
refers to, for those provided only with mass-media products, language often loses its
supremacy, and the consequences of this are frequently thought to be deleterious.

Cable and satellite technologies permit a proliferation of channels and choices.
This hastens the demise of public service broadcasting, and undermines its contribution to
our 'imagining' of national communities (Anderson 1983; Morley & Robins 1995).  Mass
media channels are much more deterritorialised than before, and in the highly
competitive markets where programme makers now work, 'exportability' is a major issue.
Where potential audiences are much more plural and less known, it is harder to trust the
effectiveness of semiotic systems that rely heavily on shared conventions, and
exportability is thought likely to be greater for audio-visual rather than for written works,
as well as greater for audio-visual works with less linguistic content than for those with



more (Morley & Robins 1995:63; Wallace and Kovacheva 1996:190).  Language of
course often still features, but the product's effectiveness is less likely to rely on
semantics and grammar, and instead of being seen as "directly intentional", discourses

"may be treated as objects, as typifactions, as local colour" (Bakhtin 1981:289)
9
.    And

where lexico-grammar and propositional meaning lose ground to the social indexicality of
language, there are fears for the public culture which proclaims reasoned argument as one
of its cardinal values.

A few steps on from this, the vision emerges of a late capitalist communicative
economy where priority is no longer given to the development of members' competence
through the closely regulated relay and cultivation of knowledge grounded in a common
language, but where instead, aestheticised multi-modal texts are designed to recruit and
sustain people in 'life-style' communities which may be more open and inclusive but which
can also be construed as 'neo-tribes without socialisation' where centres of authority, inner
organisation, platforms or statutes are hard to find (Bauman 1992b:25), and where entry
is a matter of the consumer's desire, personal taste, shopping skills and purchasing power
(Bauman 1992b:25, 1990:Ch11; Sarangi 1996:12-14).  Where advanced capitalism has
developed forms of

"control [that] reach... beyond production into areas of consumption, services and
social relations", "a capacity for intervention and transformation which extends
beyond the natural environment and exerts an influence on social systems, on
interpersonal relations, and on the very structure of the individual" (Melucci
1980:217,218),

new social movements may develop, oppositional 'interpretive communities' (Gilroy
1987) whose principal goal is "the defense of identity, continuity and predictability of
personal experience" (Melucci 1980) and the "reappropriation of space, time, and of
relationships between individuals in their day to day lives" (Gilroy 1987:224-5; Habermas
1981; Castells 1997; Rampton 1995a:9-11, 1995c:243-5; Gurak 1996).  But the success
of this resistance is highly unpredictable, particularly if, as some fear, it is not so much "a
global village" that we are living in together, but rather a set of isolated "customised
cottages globally produced and locally distributed" (Castells 1996:341).

These, then, are a few of the issues about language, discourse and community that
arise with the development of information societies.  Sociolinguistics can make a major
contribution to our understanding of these processes, though as yet, this has hardly
started.

7 Conclusion
Outside the variationist tradition, 'speech community' itself has never been a pivotal
analytic tool in sociolinguistics (Irvine 1987:13), but the argument and unease that have
dogged the term suggest that there has been quite a lot at stake in it, and that somehow or
other, it has been a sensitive indicator of assumptions that might be as fundamental as
they are hard to articulate.  Over the course of this article, I have tried to explicate some
of these assumptions and uncertainties, and I have pointed to a number of
reconceptualisations of how language both does and doesn't connect people, by no means
all of them new but most of them gaining impetus with more general developments in the
humanities, the social sciences and society.

At the risk of repetition, however, it is worth emphasising at least five reasons
why 'community' as a group of people with a sense of shared tradition will continue to be
important for sociolinguistics:
i) Communities of practice play an important part in the production, transportation

and reception of discourses in circulation.

                                                

    9  As in the communities-of-practice perspective, language loses its privileged status, but whereas before,

this was due to the semiotic plenitude of an environment shared by producer and receiver, here it results from
the unpredictability of the resources they might have in common.



ii) The idea that the academy is itself a historically specific community, a "communit[y]
of scholarly practice" (Eckert & McGonnell-Ginet 1992:485) plays an important role
in its reflexive recognition that there are limits to the neutrality and transcendence of
research, and that its own position and responsibility merit careful social, cultural and
political analysis (Hymes 1977, 1980; Cameron et al 1992; Rampton 1997b).

iii) This reflexivity inevitably raises questions about a potentially unsettling congruence
between the reconceptualisations of community outlined in this paper and emerging
forms of fast, flexible, late-modern capitalism (Gee et al 1996).  In what some see as
an enduringly behaviouristic tendency to eschew emotion, desire, alienation,
interiority and anything but the external trappings of subjectivity (Hewitt 1992:38-
40; Eckert & McGonnell-Ginet 1992:485,486), sociolinguistics may itself be an
accomplice to the 'emptying out' of contemporary life and theory, where "various
depth models... [are] for the most part" replaced by "a conception of practices,
discourses and textual play" (Jameson 1984:62, though cf Billig 1995:134ff).  It is
partly as a counterweight to this risk of superficiality that community remains
important in a third way: where community is associated with long-term fieldwork
involvement with (several generations of) people in particular place (Arensberg
1961), there is more scope for the development of relationships with a depth and
intimacy that analysts feel confident to talk about (Hewitt 1992:38).

vi) More than that, 'community-level' studies, understood as long-term engagements with
particular groups, also remain essential if we are to try to understand the changes and
intensified inequalities produced by new economic forms (Heath 1995; Zentella 1997;
Castells 1983; Harvey 1987; Lash & Urry 1994).

v) This in turn leads into the fifth reason why the concept retains its significance.  To
the extent that communal life is itself drastically undermined, community grows in
importance as a moral value and as a utopian point of critical purchase (Castells
1997).  The manner and extent to which community-as-ideal insists on uniformity or
builds on social difference is certain to continue as a crucial political and analytic issue
(Hymes 1980; Fishman 1982; Gilroy 1987:Ch 6; Frazer & Lacey 1992; Z. Bauman
1995:284ff).

_________________________
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