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This paper follows Coupland (2010), who raises a number of doubts about the continuing 
power of standard English and its historic correlation with gradations of social class and 
linguistic security, pointing instead to globalisation, to changes in social class structure 
and culture, and to individualisation and changing norms of self-presentation.  But the 
paper also locates the development of standard language in the processes of 
‘normalisation’ described by Foucault in Discipline and Punish (1977), and it moves 
from there to discussions of power and control in a ‘post-panoptic’ era of neo-liberal 
globalisation, where the state operates more as ‘gamekeeper’ than ‘gardener’ (Bauman 
1987), and the population is increasingly constituted as consumers, seduced into the 
market economy and profiled in digital surveillance that separates and tracks individuals 
for efficiency and risk prevention, generating a ‘dual society’ in which a 
hypercompetitive, fully networked zone coexists with a marginal sector of excluded low-
achievers (Haggerty & Ericson 2000; Fraser 2003).  The study of language certainly 
forms part of these power/knowledge regimes, and may sometimes soften their harsher 
effects.  But in talking of ‘resistance to the standard’, are we simply closing the barn door 
after the horse has bolted? 

 
 
 
Introduction  
 
In this talk, I’d like to consider some of the social and cultural developments that we need to 
factor into our discussions of standard and vernacular language.  The account from the 1970s 
is well-known: names like Labov, Trudgill, Edwards and Rosen; accent correlated with socio-
economic status in a flat-topped triangle (an isosceles trapezoid); difference, not deficit, as 
the basic sociolinguistic truth; linguistic insecurity as the wide-but-unequally-spread outcome 
of pedagogies stressing correctness and error.  But we also know that although there was a 
flowering of child-centred methods and dialect respect in English schools in the 1970s and 
1980s – a flowering authorised by the Plowden (1967) and Bullock (1975) Reports – the 
Conservative Government reasserted Standard English in the late 1980s, and shortly after the 
1988 Kingman Report, the whole schooling system was revamped, with a National 
Curriculum regulated by Standard Assessment Tasks. 

So what is happening now, and how do we make sense of it?  We shouldn’t expect to find 
a very uniform picture, and no doubt there will be places where some of the processes 
described by Trudgill and others continue to hold sway.  But if I think of my own research, 
for example, it’s obvious that the linguascape’s been massively reconfigured by 
multilingualism (e.g. Rampton 2011). Fifty years ago, you could visualise sociolinguistic 
stratification as a bi-polar continuum stretching between Standard and regional vernacular 
Englishes, but elites are more cosmopolitan and transnational now, and nowadays the 
linguistic disadvantage you hear about working class school-kids is not so much their non-
standard English as their lack of interest in foreign languages.  Urban working class English 
vernaculars have been deeply influenced by immigrant minority languages, and instead of 
shifting up and down the Labovian style continuum, sociolinguists talk about plurilingual 
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repertoires in polycentric sociolinguistic spaces where translanguaging - mixing, styling and 
crossing – is a routine everyday practice (Blommaert & Rampton 2011).  That’s not to say 
that the traditional contrast between registers like posh and Cockney has lost all its symbolic 
power. In some research I did in London on a man from India who’d only been speaking 
English for six or seven years, it was clear that he was already very alert to the sociolinguistic 
connotations of the posh-Cockney binary (Rampton 2013).  But just like a lot of other 
Londoners in his neighbourhood – lots of them London born-&-raised – he routinely varied 
his English on an Anglo-Punjabi axis as well.  Indeed nowadays, if you think of the places 
where Trudgillian arguments for dialect respect are pursued with greatest intensity, it’s 
overseas in the debates about English as a lingua franca, where again, multilingualism forms 
a crucial backdrop. 

So even if we only look at a few of the findings from contemporary sociolinguistics, it’s 
obvious that we need to double-check whether the moral and political messages about 
standard language that we get from Labov and Trudgill are still relevant.  In fact, though, 
that’s probably not enough.  After all, our findings are often constrained by the initial 
questions and methods that generate them, and if we want to understand what’s going on with 
standard languages, we need to take a broader look at social change.  Luckily, Nik Coupland 
provides quite a bit of help with this in a 2010 paper called ‘Language, ideology, media and 
social change’, and I’ll start with a few of his comments on social class. 
 
 
Coupland on language and class 
 
The overall argument in Coupland 2010 is that Standard English is no longer as powerful as it 
used to be, and it begins by criticising variationist research for making “no attempt to 
understand how language variation and use are embedded in changing sociocultural 
ecosystems” (2010:56).  The paper goes on to argue that “the social categories that 
variationists have mainly relied on are… becoming unreliable; identities are more 
contextualised and ephemeral” (2010:57).  To exemplify this, Coupland refers to cultural 
‘omnivores’ in the higher classes, and he suggest that just in the same way that well-off 
people have become more eclectic in their cultural and musical tastes, they’re likely to be 
more “willing… to ‘consume’ (to accept and possibly even positively value) a wide range of 
language varieties” (p.64).  Middle-class cultural omnivores also feature in recent work on 
British class structure led by Mike Savage (Savage et al 2013), who also comes up with the 
startling finding that the traditional distinction between middle and working class – the 
distinction that featured so prominently in variationist work on class – now covers  

 
“only 39 per cent of the national population… The majority (of the UK population) fall 
into classes which have not been registered by more conventional approaches to class, 
and require a more fluid understanding of the redrawing of social and cultural boundaries 
in recent years” (2013:245).   

 
Savage et al also bring in an elite at the top (so the trapezoid becomes a triangle) and put 
c.15% of the population in a precariat or underclass at the bottom – a separate space 
underneath?  
 So Coupland’s comments dovetail with sociological findings elsewhere, and later on, I’ll 
come back to some of his other doubts about the continuing hegemony of standard English. 
But there’s one point in his otherwise excellent discussion of social change and standard 
English where I think that the issues are oversimplified, and this concerns the influence of 
‘the Establishment’.   
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“The ideology of ‘standard as correct’… is… located in ‘Establishment’ values rather 
than in social class hierarchies in general... The Establishment is, or was, a highly 
conservative body of policy-making and opinion-forming people in Britain, with 
influential roles in military, religious (Church of England) and political life… But the 
British Establishment has been in retreat for decades, under the forces of internationalism, 
secularisation, popular culture displacing high culture, plus a good deal of media 
exposure, criticism and ridiculing of elites.” So, “in what sense is ‘standard language’, for 
example in contemporary Britain, a continuing imposition by elites on the disenfranchised 
masses, whose speech is by implication ‘non-standard’ and systematically devalued and 
stigmatised?” “The Establishment is now just a relic” (2010:65,61) 

 
Coupland’s certainly not alone in seeing an elite behind the promotion of standard English (cf 
the early Fairclough 1989:56-58, though cp Fairclough 1992:202), but there are two issues.  
First, how do we square these claims about the decline of the Establishment with the new 
prominence given to elites in Savage’s recent study of class structure?  But more important, 
can the power of what early Fairclough called the ‘dominant bloc’ really account for how 
pervasive standard language ideology has been, or for its links to schooling and industrial 
modernisation?  I think we can get a more compelling view of power and standard language 
from Foucault’s work on discipline, and Foucault brings two other benefits as well.  First and 
most obviously, Foucault comes with an injunction to address the role played by linguistic 
science, and second, there’s a bridge into debates about contemporary power relations in 
post-industrial societies.  I’ll come to both of these in due course, but let’s begin with 
Foucault’s work on knowledge, power and normalisation in Discipline and Punish, drawing 
on Stephen Ball to bring out its relevance to schooling. 
 
 
Foucault – normalisation and power/knowledge 
 
By ‘normalisation’, says Ball,  

 
“Foucault means the establishment of measurements, hierarchy, and regulations around 
the idea of a distributionary statistical norm within a given population – the idea of a 
judgement based on what is normal and thus what is abnormal…” (Ball 1990:2) 

 
Normalisation, says Foucault, “compares, differentiates, hierarchises, homogenises and 
excludes”.  In doing so,  
 

“it refers individual actions to a whole that is at once a field of comparison, a space of 
differentiation and the principle of a rule to be followed. It differentiates individuals from 
one another, in terms of the following overall rule: that the rule be made to function as a 
minimal threshold, as an average to be respected or as an optimum towards which one 
must move.  It measures in quantitative terms and hierarchises in terms of value the 
abilities, the level, the ‘nature’ of individuals.” (Foucault 1977:182-183) 

 
Normalisation links up with ‘dividing practices’, which  

 
“are clearly central to the organisational processes of education in our society.  These 
divisions and objectifications are achieved either within the subject or between the subject 
and others.  The use of testing, examining, profiling and streaming in education, the use 
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of entry criteria for different types of schooling, and the formation of different types of 
intelligence, ability and scholastic identity in the processes of schooling are all examples 
of such ‘dividing practices’.  In these ways, using these techniques and forms of 
organisation, and the creation of separate and different curricula, pedagogies, forms of 
teacher-student relationships, identities and subjectivities are formed, learned and carried” 
(Ball 1990:3) 

 
These regimes also operate through disciplinary training, which employs repetitive, varied 
but always graded exercise to instil good habits into individuals.  Monitoring and observation 
from above are also crucial, but it’s generally rather hard to see exactly who it is that’s 
actually do the watching, when-and-where, so people start to monitor and govern themselves.  
Foucault encapsulates this by referring to Bentham’s plans for a panopticon in prisons: an 
arrangement of prison cells in which prisoners know they’re always visible but never know 
when they’re actually being watched (1977:201).  The panopticon, though, is just one image 
for surveillance operations and effects that have spread much more widely through society, in 
barracks, factories, hospitals and schools. 

Of course integral to these institutional arrangements and practices, there are the human 
sciences, which provide the rationales. Ball explains: 

 
“these dividing practices are critically interconnected with the formation, and increasingly 
sophisticated elaboration, of the educational sciences: educational psychology, 
pedagogics, the sociology of education, cognitive and developmental psychology.  These 
are the arenas in which ‘truth games’ about education are played out.  For example, the 
development of the sociology of education in the 1960s and 1970s was organised around 
and informed and reinforced ‘the problem of working-class underachievement’… 
Teachers were provided with a rich, pseudo-scientific vocabulary of classifications and 
justifications for the inevitability of differences in intellectual performance between the 
social classes.” (1990:4) 

 
One of the effects of this collaboration between institutions and the human sciences is to turn 
people into individual cases, defined and elaborated in examinations and documentary 
records. In fact this collaboration informs the development of the modern state, and the 
control of large-scale populations.  Here’s James Scott: 
 

“The pre-modern state was, in many crucial respects, partially blind; it knew precious 
little about its subjects, their wealth, their landholdings and yields, their location, their 
very identity… How did the state gradually get a handle on its subjects and their 
environment? […P]rocesses as disparate as the creation of permanent last names, the 
standardization of weights and measures, the establishment of cadastral surveys and 
population registers, the invention of freehold tenure, the standardization of language and 
legal discourse, the design of cities, and the organization of transportation [can be seen] 
as attempts at legibility and simplification.  In each case, officials took exceptionally 
complex, illegible, and local social practices, such as land tenure customs or naming 
customs, and created a standard grid whereby it could be centrally recorded and 
monitored....” (Scott 1998:2) 

 
Turning back to language standardisation, there are a number of ways of linking into this 

Foucauldian account of power/knowledge. Scott refers to the standardisation of language as 
way of making populations more legible, eliminating the barriers to comprehension and 
intelligibility produced by language diversity. Scientifically mapped standard languages are 
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also of course a prime resource in processes of normalisation, and the effect on individuals 
ranked lower in the grid have been well-attested in all the studies of linguistic insecurity. 

Okay, you may say, Foucault’s broadly compatible with this kind of sociolinguistic 
finding, but do we actually need him?  After all, there’s rather a long list of sociolinguists 
who’ve talked about language standardisation in the UK: Cameron, Crowley, Joseph & 
Taylor, Leith, Mugglestone, the Milroys - lots of very fine studies. Yes, Foucault’s a good 
corrective to the idea that first and foremost, standard English reflects the domination of a 
ruling elite, but that’s not actually an especially mainstream view, and all of the scholars I’ve 
just cited are very alert to the role that linguistics itself has played in all this. So what’s the 
extra added-value that Foucault gets us? 

This is the point where the term in my title ‘post-panoptic’ comes into play. In 
contemporary social theory, Foucault’s account of disciplinary power serves as an absolutely 
central point of departure for discussions of power and control in information societies.  So 
for example, in an article entitled ‘From discipline to flexibilisation: Rereading Foucault in 
the shadow of globalisation’, Nancy Fraser says that 

 
“[Foucault] was the great theorist of the fordist mode of social regulation… Viewed 
through his eyes, social services became disciplinary apparatuses, humanist reforms 
became panoptical surveillance regimes, public health measures became deployments of 
biopower, and therapeutic practices became vehicles of subjection.  [Now, however,] 
we… see ourselves as standing on the brink of a new, postfordist epoch of 
globalisation… [W]hether we call it postindustrial society or neoliberal globalisation, a 
new regime oriented to ‘deregulation’ and ‘flexibilisation’ was about to take shape just as 
Foucault was conceptualising disciplinary normalisation” (2003:160; also eg. Deleuze 
1990:3-4). 

 
The implication is inescapable: If standard language has been closely connected to fordist 
modes of social regulation but these are now changing, then we need to ask whether standard 
language actually still figures amidst the new forms of social control that currently emerging, 
and if so, how? 
 I’ll take this in two stages.  So here first is a brief account of some of the changes that 
commentators are talking about, and I’ll follow this up with some thoughts about the 
ramifications for our understanding of standard language.  In doing so, I should also add, I’ll 
come back alongside a lot of Coupland’s account. 
 
 
Post-panoptic social control 
 
Three things stand out in the accounts of change offered by people like Fraser, Deleuze, Rose 
and Bauman: 1: new structures of governance; 2: shifts in moral and cultural value; and 3: 
new technologies and processes of control. 

So first, here’s Fraser again: 
 
“the ordering of social relations is undergoing a major shift in scale, equivalent to 
denationalisation and transnationalisation…. [N]ational ordering is not disappearing, 
[but] it is in the process of being decentered as its regulatory mechanisms become 
articulated… with those at other levels…” (cf Coupland 2010:68) 

 
According to Bauman and Urry, the state is changing its role from gardener to gamekeeper:  
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“The gardening state presumes exceptional concern with pattern, regularity and ordering, 
with what is growing and what should be weeded out…  The social sciences have been 
part of that application of reason to society through facilitating the husbandry of societal 
resources…[By contrast, t]he new global order involves… the gamekeeper state.... [S]uch 
a gamekeeper state [is] not bothered to give society an overall shape… The gamekeeper 
[is] concerned with regulating mobilities, with ensuring that there [is] sufficient stock for 
hunting in a particular site but not with the detailed cultivation of each animal in each 
particular place” (Urry 2000:188 & 189).   

 
And one effect of this is the emergence of government through community: 
 

“Government.. in the name of the national economy gives way to government of 
particular zones - regions, towns, sectors, communities - in the interests of economic 
circuits which flow between regions and across national boundaries. The economic fates 
of citizens within a national territory are uncoupled from one another, and are now 
understood and governed as a function of their own particular levels of enterprise, skill, 
inventiveness and flexibility.” (Rose 1996:338,339; Coupland 2010:68)  

 
 Second – and very much in line with what Coupland draws from Ulrich Beck (2010:62)- 
individuals are now much less likely to see themselves as “members of a single integrated 
national society” (Rose 1996:334):   
 

“Neither the Victorian subject of individualizing normalization nor the fordist subject of 
collective welfare, the new subject... is the actively responsible agent, [participating] in 
(market) choice [as] a consumer of services,… obligated to enhance her quality of life 
through her own decisions. In this new ‘care of self’, everyone is an expert on herself, 
responsible for managing her own human capital to maximal effect” (Fraser 2003:168; 
Rose 1996:343). 

 
 Turning, third, to modes of control, surveillance is still crucial, but it no longer operates 
as a process of disciplinary ‘soul training’, as it did in the panopticon (Haggerty & Ericson 
2000:615).  Instead, boundaries and enclosures of all kinds – hospitals, factories, schools, 
families – are giving way to the flows of people, objects and information associated with neo-
liberal marketisation, and “ultrarapid forms of free-floating control [are replacing] the old 
disciplines [that] operat[ed] in the time frame of a closed system” (Deleuze 1992:4).  Digital 
technologies are central in this ultra-rapid and free-floating control, and the surveillance they 
provide plays a major role “constructing and monitoring consumption”, constituting “the 
population as consumers, seduc[ing them] into the market economy”, constantly monitoring 
their “conditional access to circuits of consumption and civility”, (Rose Rose 1999:243; 
Haggerty & Ericson 2000:615; Bauman & Lyon 2013:16,121ff; van Dijck 2013). This 
surveillance, suggests Fraser, establishes   
 

“new forms of (transnational) segmentation. Working largely through population 
profiling, [post-fordist regulation] separates and tracks individuals for the sake of 
efficiency and risk prevention[, s]orting the capable-and-competitive wheat from the 
incapable-and-noncompetitive chaff[…].  In this ‘dual society’, a hypercompetitive, fully 
networked zone coexists with a marginal sector of excluded low-achievers” (2003:169) 

 
Some of these excluded low-achievers find themselves in prisons, but these, says Fraser,  
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“have little in common with the humanist panopticons described by Foucault. Their 
management often subcontracted to for-profit corporations, they are less laboratories of 
self-reflection than hotbeds of racialized and sexualized violence” (2003:165-6) 

 
And outside prison, for asylum seekers, immigrants and ethnic minorities, there’s what Bigo 
calls the ‘banopticon’ (2002, 2006).  This involves a proliferating transnational ‘archipelago’ 
of security experts - police, intelligence, military, immigration control, private companies, 
specialist lawyers and academics – and their job is to watch out for exceptional risks and 
potential enemies among migrants and minorities, attending to them in ways that are often 
licensed to exceed the usual democratic accountabilities. 
 So as you can see, Foucault’s work provides a crucial launch pad for these reflections on 
contemporary change, and this lays the ground for the next question: if language 
standardisation has been closely entwined with disciplinary power in the fordist nation state, 
how does it get positioned when this changes, when new structures of governance emerge, 
when moral and cultural values shift, and new technologies of control get introduced? 
 
 
Post-fordist standard language? 
 
The changes I’ve described certainly aren’t all-or-nothing, so it’s important not to overstate 
their implications for language standardisation. But if we start with the decentring of the 
nation-state and the development of government through regions, towns, sectors and 
communities, the effects are clear in the commodification of non-standard dialects and 
revalorisation of minority languages described by people like Johnstone and Heller.   
 According to Pujolar,  
 

“Nation states are no longer the main shareholders of their own national languages… [A] 
post-national linguistic order is emerging where ideological struggles converge around 
the management of multilingualism… [But t]he question is: What multilingualism(s)? 
Political institutions and the more linguistically-based sectors of the economy are pressing 
towards a multilingual framework that keeps the basic notion of unified sanitised standard 
varieties, whereas the more informal social spaces tend to promote increasingly fluid 
forms of cultural and linguistic hybridisation” (2007:90) 

 
But in fact even this misses some of the dynamics, and we can see this if we compare 
accounts of Basque language activism published by Urla in 1995 and 2012. 
 In 1995, Urla argued that a lot of language revitalization movements were “bourgeois and 
universalistic in nature”. They “oriented towards normalization, expanding literacy, and 
gaining legitimacy within the terms of state hegemonic language hierarchies”, mobilising 
“the tools of linguistic analysis, orthographic reform, mapping… to document the ‘truth’ of 
their language and to reform the language according to notions of what constitutes a ‘modern’ 
or ‘rational’ language”.  Set against this “boundary drawing, purifying, and standardizing”, 
Urla detailed the ‘outlaw language’ of alternative Basque radio stations.  They were 
committed to grass roots participation in the public sphere, and incorporated lots of slang, 
language play and African American emblems of opposition.  This certainly did seem to be a 
conflict over answers to Pujolar’s ‘what kind of multilingualism’ question, but 15 years later, 
there’s been a radical change. 

In 2012, there’s been a major effort to “separate the revival of Basque language from the 
symbolic universe of either traditionalism or radical politics” (2012:80), and instead, 
language activists have embraced new managerialist Total Quality Management. TQM is “a 
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trademark system of competitive goal setting, team work, awards, and an elaborated program 
of periodic assessment” (p.74):   

 
“Standards of performance are not… imposed by top-level managers. Rather, in a TQM 
workplace, workers are participants in goal setting and self-evaluation, such that they are 
encouraged to see themselves as having an investment in whether and how well goals are 
met… The idea that all processes can be improved is… intimately linked to the practice 
of perpetual audit and standardised measures or ‘benchmarks’ of achievement” (82) 

 
TQM attracts both traditional and radical Basque language activists, and it depoliticises them, 
teaching them to think of “themselves less as citizens building a Basque nation or attempting 
to carve out a public sphere in Basque, than as entrepreneurs competing for a market share” 
(p.87). 
 So here’s a context where ‘resisting the standard’ seems a bit out of date, but Urla still 
worries that TQM’s all-pervasive audit and measurement systems leave little space for 
“syncretic or translanguage phenomena”.  Instead, she suggests,  
 

“these schemas contribute to the commodification of language.  Language tends 
increasingly to be thing-if ied, treated as a discrete, measurable and bounded entity, on this 
grid of discrete countable units” (2012:89).   

 
But as she admits, she doesn’t have observational data on this (2012:86), and in fact 
Coupland suggests that in an environment where “neo-liberalism prioritises what we can 
‘bring off’ and earn in local markets” (2010:75), the formality of standard language may be 
far too “restrictive to capture the range of self-presentational resources that… talk-at-work 
nowadays demands” (2010:75).   

Okay, so there may be more space for informal vernacular styles in the workplace, but is 
this just a matter of standardisation shifting its linguistic contents, stilted formalism being 
pushed out by ‘synthetic personalisation’ (Fairclough 1989)?  This certainly seems to be the 
main line that sociolinguists take when they write about call-centres, places where, it’s 
usually said, the ‘technologisation of discourse’ now feeds the new 21st century sweatshops, 
‘communication factories’ where standardised calling scripts deskill the workers, dehumanise 
them and take away their agency (cf Woydack & Rampton 2015:2-3).   

In fact, though, this sociolinguistic demonisation rests on a rather shallow empirical base, 
and Johanna Woydack’s long-term ethnography produces a rather different view of calling 
scripts. Here’s what her colleagues said about scripts: 

 
it’s about understanding the script and being able to go adlib, 
so just freestyling you’ve got to make it interesting for them… 
you have to be colourful with the scripts. You’ve got to use like 
a kind of poetic language… and you’ve got to make it interesting. 
(Alex, current agent) (2014:19) 
 
[The script] has been very helpful, especially for me who 

doesn’t… I mean I understand a lot of German but I can’t get the 
main grammar perfect. I mean, you know, I’m very communicative, 
you know, I’m just talking blah-blah-blah-blah-blah but as you 
know I know I say lots… make loads of mistakes and people are 
laughing at the end of the line but, you know, still I get the 

message, you know, the message is going through and I think the 

script has been very helpful for me (Linnea, current agent) (p.19) 
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The reason I[‘ve been successful in calls to Finland] was because 
I come from East Finland, we have a funny dialect, so whenever I 

was pitching them I was actually pitching in my dialect from East 

Finland and ((laughs)) they found it really funny. They were like 

really listening ‘cause they want to understand what I’m saying. 
And they were like… it’s people who come from East Finland are 
usually really friendly and laid back and if they contact someone 

from West or South they’re like ‘Wow’!. (Piia, former team leader) (p.20) 
 

Yes, higher-level call-centre managers think that agents-on-the-phone deliver a standardised 
script word-for-word, because that’s part of the contract they’ve agreed with the clients 
whose goods and services their agents tout over the phone. But much closer to the agents 
themselves, there are team-leaders and shop-floor managers who are quite explicit about the 
need to make a script your own. Together, these shop-floor people collaborate in sustained 
and well-recognised process of script-redrafting, and once again the old image of a two-party 
struggle between management control and worker resistance is far too simple. 
 Woydack’s calling agents certainly weren’t uncritical of their working conditions, but it 
wasn’t the regimentation of speech that they objected to.  Instead, it was the inflexible, 
mandatory and unrealistic targets that they complained about, and these stopped them from 
properly covering their script’s referential content and completing the process of entering 
data in the company’s computer system. 

This of course takes us into the third area of wide-spread change: new technologies and 
digital dataveillance. And here again, language – standard or otherwise – seems a lot less 
central to the legibility of populations that it was in the modernist state described by Foucault 
and Scott.  Yes, commercial companies and security services build algorithmic profiles of us 
all, but it’s metadata on the websites we’ve visited and the transactions we’ve conducted 
rather than the specifics of our lexico-grammars. Here’s Haggerty & Ericson’s description of 
what they call the ‘surveillant assemblage’:   
 

“[a] great deal of surveillance is directed toward the human body […and it breaks the 
body] down into a series of discrete signifying flows...[D]rug testing striates flows of 
chemicals, photography captures flows of reflected lightwaves, and lie detectors align and 
compare assorted flows of respiration, pulse and electricity…. The monitored body is 
increasingly.. a flesh-technology-information amalgam… These hybrids can involve 
something as direct as tagging the human body so that its movements through space can 
be recorded, to the more refined reconstruction of a person’s habits, preferences, and 
lifestyle from the trails of information which have become the detritus of contemporary 
life.  The surveillant assemblage is a visualizing device that brings into the visual register 
a host of heretofore opaque flows of auditory, scent, chemical, visual, ultraviolet and 
informational stimuli. Much of the visualization… exists beyond our normal range of 
perception.” (Haggerty & Ericson 2000:611,612) 
 

So as an indication of what you do or where you’re from, language itself is now really only a 
very rudimentary instrument, and if sociolinguists really want to understand contemporary 
forms of social control, they’ll need to access a far wider semiotic skill set.  

But what about the effects of surveillance on the person being watched – the disciplinary 
self-regulation that Foucault saw as a product of the panopticon, and variationists linked to 
linguistic insecurity? 

In my own research on standard and vernacular English in a London secondary school in 
London in the 1990s, students generally seemed to treat the difference between these registers 
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as a source of entertainment rather than anxiety (2006:Part IV), and this certainly fits with 
wider claims about the shift from ‘citizen’ to ‘consumer’ sensibilities.  But in the ‘dual 
society’ that Fraser sees developing, the society where Bigo talks of the ‘banopticon’, 
‘insecurity’ entails much more than just anxiety about the nuances of positioning in a 
sociolinguistic status hierarchy. ‘Insecurity’ means ‘enemies within’ and terrorist threats to 
the state, and this extends to people not speaking English: 

 
“Government alone cannot defeat extremism so we need to do everything we can to build 
up the capacity of civil society to identify, confront and defeat extremism wherever we 
find it.  We want to go further than ever before helping people from isolated communities 
to play a full and fruitful role in British life.  We plan a step change in the way we help 
people learn English.  There will be new incentives and penalties, a sharp reduction in 
translation services and a significant increase in the funding available for English” 
(Theresa May, Home Secretary, 23/3/15 A stronger Britain, Built on Values; at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/a-stronger-britain-built-on-our-values; cited by 
K. Khan 2015). 
 

There are also security concerns at school.  So, for example,   
 

“Schools are being sold software to monitor pupils’ internet activity for extremism-
related language such as ‘jihadi bride’ and ‘YODO’, short for you only die once, ahead of 
the introduction of a legal requirement to consider issues of terrorism and extremism 
among children. Under the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015… schools will have 
to ‘have due regard to the need to prevent pupils being drawn into terrorism.  Several 
companies are producing ‘anti-radicalisation’ software to monitor pupils’ internet 
activity, including Impero, which has launched a pilot of its softward in 16 locations in 
Britain as well as five in the US…. A spokeswoman for Impero said:…‘The system may 
help teachers confirm identification of vulnerable children, or act as an early warning 
system to help identify children that may be at risk in future.  It also provides evidence for 
teachers and child protection officers to use in order to intervene in a timely and 
appropriate manner” (Guardian 11/6/15) 

 
Let’s now move to a close with three points. 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
As my talk has progressed, maybe I seem to have started sliding all over the place, beginning 
reasonably coherently with language and class but then veering off into call-centres and 
security agendas.  But in defence, I’d say that this reflects the changes I’m describing.  Yes, it 
was all much tidier in the fordist nation-state, where standard English functioned as a central 
unifying yardstick, a tool for bringing order to the nation-as-‘garden’, a resource for sorting, 
classifying, regularising, ranking and training.  In contrast in the post-panopticon, language 
diversity is marketable, authority is less centralised, and binaries like high/low or 
domination/resistance are much harder to operate.  Surveillance and monitoring have 
certainly intensified, but these draw on a highly complex array of non-linguistic semiotics. 
Meanwhile on the security front, language learning becomes a matter of coercion rather than 
consent in the fight against extremism, and we have got schools buying shibboleth-spotting 
corpus tools to identify proto-terrorists among their pupils.  So that’s my first point.   

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/a-stronger-britain-built-on-our-values
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 Second, let me reiterate: the changes I’ve referred to aren’t all or nothing, and Rose’s 
advice is worth following when he says that “we should seek to identify the emergence of 
new control strategies and the reconfiguration of old ones” (1999:240).  So yes, the social 
dynamics of standard language are very well worth studying, but it’s important to embed this 
within a broader view of the changing forms of regulation we’re experiencing.  Without that, 
standard English risks becoming just an antiquarian niche interest – worth pursuing yes, but 
lacking the kind of edge it had in the 1970s. 
 Third and last, some observations about sociolinguistics more generally. Obviously one 
of Foucault’s central points is that human sciences like linguistics have made – and continue 
to make – a huge contribution to technologies of control, and there are a lots of 
sociolinguistic studies showing this (e.g. Cameron’s excellent 1996 paper connecting 
language and gender research to self-help manuals).  Of course there are also linguistic 
themes that are more congruent with neo-liberal values than we maybe realise – 
sociolinguistic celebrations of ‘agency’, for example, mesh rather well with the new 
entrepreneurialism.  And there are applications of linguistics – e.g. computational and corpus 
linguistics in surveillance – where critical reflexivity is also obviously vital. As I have 
already said, on their own neither linguistic nor traditional multi-modal semiotics are enough 
for understanding digital control.  Even so, the Foucauldian notion that covers many the 
developments I have described – ‘governmentality’ – offers us a lot of scope for research and 
interdisciplinary connection.  Govermentality covers “small-scale techniques of coordination 
[widely diffused throughout society] [which] order ground-level social relations according to 
expertly designed logics of control” (Fraser 2003:162), and elsewhere I’ve tried to bring out 
the relevance of this to Gumperzian interactional sociolinguistics (Rampton 2014).  But in 
this somewhat Foucauldian contribution to a conference entitled ‘Resisting the standard’, 
maybe it’s worth ending with the rather sober reminder that Foucault didn’t think that 
researchers can step outside the relations of power that they study.  To quote Dreyfus and 
Rabinow, “the belief that one is resisting repression, whether by self-knowledge or by 
speaking the truth, supports domination, for it hides the real working of power” (1982:169). 
 
 

---------------- 
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