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Abstract
This paper starts out by looking at a general shift in the humanities and social
sciences, where it is the interface between modernity and post-/late-modernity
rather than the encounter between tradition and modernity that is now becoming
the dominant problematic.  It outlines some of the signs of this shift in
sociolinguistics, and then argues that this makes applied linguistics more
intellectually mainstream that it has perhaps been in the past.  Even so, there
may be some enduring blindspots.

1  Introduction

Starting from the assumption that applied linguistics is a ‘pluri-centred’ field and that

Hymes’ ‘socially constituted’ linguistics is as much a part of applied linguistics as

anything else (see Hymes 1977, Rampton 1997), the first two-thirds of this paper

focus on sociolinguistics, arguing that at least in its anglophone versions,

sociolinguistics over the last 40 years or so has been profoundly affected by two

rather different historical and epistemic problematics.  The first of these can be

identified as the encounter between tradition and modernity, while the second lies at

the interface of modernity and late/post-modernity.  I shall outline a number of themes

that can be seen as emblematic of these two different junctures, and then in the last

third of the paper, I shall turn to the applied linguistics of second and foreign language

teaching.  The applied linguistics of language teaching, it seems to me, is rather better

positioned at the modernity/postmodernity interface than it was in the tradition-

modernity problem space, and within language study, one could even suggest that

language-teaching linguistics is in the vanguard.  Even so, I would be reluctant to draw

an entirely rosy picture, and so in the final part of the paper, I shall point to what I

think is an area of continuing weakness in applied linguistics in Britain.

2 Sociolinguistics at the interface of tradition and modernity.

The interface between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ has been enormously formative for

the social sciences.  According to Giddens,

‘sociology has its origins in the coming of modernity - in the dissolution of the

traditional world and the consolidation of the modern... 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... Sociology was born of the attempt to track [this]..., but until

well into the twentieth century was itself rather too strongly stamped by the

context of its own origins’ (1990: 15-16)



I cannot comment on how fair this is to sociology, but it certainly makes sense if one

looks at anglophone sociolinguistics from the 1960s.

Starting with the seminal conference at Yeshiva in 1966, one of the central

missions of sociolinguistics was to make modern institutions, especially schools, more

hospitable to socially and ethnically diverse populations - populations which, in one

way or another were generally thought to be non-modern.  In the process, debates

about the relationship between children and schools threw up a huge array of

dichotomies, and these ranged across:

•  modes of expression, which were supposed to be either vernacular or standard,

oral or literate, concrete or abstract, implicit or explicit, narrative or argumentative,

metaphorical or rational, contextualised or decontextualised, particularistic or

universalistic etc

•  types of social organisation, where it was home vs school, close networks vs open

networks, homogeneous vs heterogeneous, solidarity- vs status-based, mechanical

vs organic etc

•  social categories: host-migrant, white-black, majority-minority, male-female,

middle-class/working-class.

Sociolinguists often devoted very considerable energy to contesting these polarities

and the long collocational chains that they tended to form - chains which would

counterpose particularistic vernacular oral narrative in traditional close working class

networks to literate, universalistic argument within the status-oriented modern middle

class.  But whether they were for or against, whether or not they were trying to

uncouple associations like these or to reverse the idea that it was a question of better

vs worse, dichotomous thinking of this kind had a very deep hold in the 60s, 70s and

80s, serving as a central battleground in the work of scholars such as Labov, Hymes,

Bernstein, Wells, Heath and Cummins.  Indeed, there is a sense in which the

arguments look like modernity’s struggle to define itself through a process of contrast

and comparison, and quite a few of the terms recurring in the sociolinguistic debate -

‘decontextualisation’ and ‘universalistic’ for example - resonate with the philosophical

underpinnings of liberal modernity.i  (For fuller discussion, see Rampton 1999.)

Admittedly, much of the specificity of the work of particular scholars is lost

when they are grouped together within a particular historical and epistemic juncture in

this manner, and so I would like to go one step further and suggest that on the whole,

there was a very strong current of romanticism in sociolinguistics.  Looking back at

this period, Bernstein talks about the dominance of a model of competence which saw

everyone as ‘inherently competent,.. [as] active and creative in the construction of

valid worlds’, ‘announced... the universal democracy of iiacquisition’, ‘celebrated...

everyday oral language’ and was suspicious of ‘official socialisers’ (Bernstein

1996:Chs 3 & 7).  In line with this, a great deal of work in sociolinguistics declared

itself opposed to the narrow prejudices of policymakers and popular opinion, and

argued instead that subordinate and marginal groups had an authenticity and integrity

of their own.  In fact, though, it was very hard to challenge modernity's cornerstone

values, or to do more than rehabilitate modernity's others along modernist lines.  The

main strategy in this advocacy was to try to show that the behaviour of these non-

standard groups was systematic and coherent - it was justifiable, in other words, in

terms of the rational values of system and coherence that modernity rated most highly

- much higher, for example, than say sanctity or splendour.2



Indeed at this point, we enter a rather a general critique of linguistics itself - a

critique that perhaps gets its most succinct and powerful expression in Pratt's 1987

paper ‘Linguistic Utopias’.  Pratt connects this commitment to system-in-grammar

and coherence-in-discourse to the notion that language competence is shaped through a

process of socialisation to consensual norms, and she calls this cluster of ideas 'the

linguistics of community'.  Yes, right from the start, sociolinguists took issue with

Chomsky's idealisation about the homogeneous speech community, and language

diversity and variation were obviously an article of faith.  But even so, the belief was

that this diversity was describably structured, and whenever they met it, the

sociolinguist’s strongest instinct was to root out what they supposed was an

orderliness and uniformity beneath the surface, an orderliness layed down in the early

years of community belonging.  One can see this in the variationist's quest for the

vernacular; in research on codemixing and code-switching, where the emphasis was on

systematic patterns established within relatively stable bilingual ingroups; and in work

on cross-cultural conflict and misunderstanding, where the problem was attributed to

the gap between integrated cultural and linguistic systems.  As Pratt says, ‘when

social division and hierarchy [were] studied, the linguist's choice [was] often to

imagine separate speech communities with their own boundaries, sovereignty, and

authenticity,... giv[ing] rise to linguistics that seeks to capture identity, but not the

relationality of social differentiation’ (1987:56, 59, 61).

What would the alternative be?  To address this, it is worth now turning to the

new historical and epistemic problematic that is coming to replace the

tradition/modernity juncture.

3   Sociolinguistics at the modernity/postmodernity interface

In a 1992 paper entitled 'A sociological theory of postmodernity’, Zygmunt Bauman

summarises a number of major differences between classical sociology and the late-

modern perspectives that are becoming increasingly influential.  A number of these

differences are by now fairly familiar, but for what I would like to say later, it is

worth flagging up one or two.

Whereas modernist sociology saw 'society' and other collective entities as

unified and integrated totalities, there is a feeling now that that idea was rather

uncomfortably based on an idealisation of the nation state, and that instead, ‘the

reality to be modelled is ... much more fluid, heterogeneous and under-patterned than

anything sociologists have tried to grasp intellectually in the past’ (Bauman 1992:65).

In terms of human behaviour and development, classical ideas about our actions

gaining significance from their function in the social system give way to the view that

what we do plays a major role in shaping the habitats we live in, and far from being

socialised into the norms of a social group whose monitoring subsequently keeps us

morally in line, there is much more of a sense that we ‘assemble’ ourselves from a

plethora of changing options, deciding what is right and wrong for ourselves.

Methodologically, social science gives up its dreams of being a legislator, a 'healer of

prejudices' and an 'umpire of truth', and instead, the best it can do is operate as a

translator and interpreter.

These ideas are now fairly well-rehearsed, but their relevance to

sociolinguistics is made very clear in an incisive paper by Nik Coupland, in which he

looks back over 10-15 years of sociolinguistic work on language and ageing, providing



an account of perspectival shift that corresponds very closely to the points that

Bauman makes.  For example, what Coupland originally conceptualised as an objective

description of discrete age-groups, he now sees as an analysis of how people

construct their own and other people’s age identities in interaction, and when he and

his colleagues

‘needed to account for particular interactional data, it was the strategic

complexity and creativity of speakers that was most striking, rather than how

they played out or reflected supposedly stable beliefs about ageing or attitudes

to old age’ (1997:33).

If I turn to my own work, there have been some broadly comparable shifts in

the view of ethnicity.  It is no longer enough to see ethnicity as either cultural

inheritance, or as the strategic/ political accentuation of inheritance - it is also

necessary to reckon with the ways in which ethnic forms, products and symbols are

marketised and disseminated as desirable commodities, life-style options and aesthetic

objects (see Rampton (forthcoming a)).  All in all, whether it is age- or ethnicity-

based, belonging to a group now seems a great deal less clear, less permanent and less

omni-relevant than it did 15 years ago.  We are now much more conscious that

community membership doesn't just happen to a person, but that much of it is created

in the here-and-now.  And as it becomes harder to think of communities as separate

sociocultural blocs, it becomes necessary to reconceptualise the politics that

dominated debates about language and culture for much of this century. This is what

Table 1 attempts to chart, and in the last column on the right, there is a potted resume

of some of the key characteristics of the perspective that Bauman and Coupland

discuss.

There are two points to make about this table.  First, if one takes, for example,

the ideas along the right hand side, they are obviously rather broad and general.  They

could be loosely linked to names like Berger & Luckman, Giddens, Hall, Bourdieu,

Foucault etc, but I would not claim a spotless pedigree for them and that is really the

point.  What they signify is not so much a substantive theory, consisting of claims

open to empirical refutation, as what Brumfit (1997) calls a new Zeitgeist, and what

others might describe as a new ontology, a new set of non-refutable, metaphysical

presuppositions about the fundamental qualities and forces at work in the phenomena

and processes being studied (see Cohen 1987:275-280).  I shall return to this towards

the end of the paper, but in the meantime, I hope that the chart makes some kind of

intuitive sense.  If one works with urban populations in Britain, then the four columns

should be recognisable as assimilation, multiculturalism, anti-racism and anti-

absolutism/ anti-essentialism, and if one is more concerned with English abroad, then

maybe Quirk can be placed in the first column, Kachru in the second, Phillipson the

third and Pennycook the fourth.

The second point to clarify about the chart is that inspite of the left to right

movement, it would be a mistake to interpret it as the final triumph of post-

modernism.  To different degrees in different quarters, all four of these perspectives

are alive and well, and in fact, it is because of unresolved conflicts of perspective that

I spoke of the junctures of tradition-and-modernity and modernity-and-post-

modernity.  It is sometimes imagined that any even half-favourable mention of post-

or late-modernity means the abandonment of all commitment to scientific method, but



that is a grossly unwarranted inference: the sociolinguistics that I shall refer to puts a

great deal of emphasis on being logical, empirical, careful, sceptical and systematic,

and more generally, I would certainly say that such qualities are important for the

discovery, analysis and reporting of phenomena beyond our ordinary imagining.  The

difference is, though, that people are now probably much more sensitive to the

limitations of their methods, and they are also more aware of the historical specificity

of the traditions they are working in.  Although that may not sound very much, it is

enough to produce quite a major shift in the agenda of sociolinguistics, and I would

like to sketch a little of this out in the next section, looking at how several basic

sociolinguistic ideas are being recast - specifically ‘speech community’, ‘linguistic self-

consciousness’, ‘regularity’ and ‘variation’.

4 Some late modern sociolinguistic themes.

‘Speech community’ has never been a very settled term, but for quite a long time,

scholars considered it to be an empirically identifiable 'real' thing - a body of people

who interacted regularly, who had attitudes and/or pragmatic rules in common, and

who would be the largest unit that in any given study, one could generalise about

empirically.  In the last decade or so, this has broken down, and instead, the notion of

'community' has gone two ways in sociolinguistics.

In one direction, 'speech community' has been funnelled down into research on

'communities of practice', where there is close-up analysis of face-to-face interaction

in a number of rather well-established settings and social relationships like workshops,

classrooms and professional groups of one kind or another (see Eckert & McGonnell-

Ginet 1992; Lave & Wenger 1991; Goodwin 1994).  There is a rejection here of the

correlational tendency in sociolinguistics, which treats speakers as if they were

‘assembled out of independent modules: [eg] part European American, part female,

part middle-aged, part feminist, part intellectual’ (Eckert and McGonnell-Ginet

1992:471; Goffman 1964), and instead there is a commitment to ethnography and to

micro and often multi-modal description of the lived texture of situated experience.

This synchronises well with post-modern uncertainty about grand theoretical

totalisations, and if social totality has been ‘dissipated into a series of randomly

emerging, shifting and evanescent islands of order’ (Z.  Bauman 1992:189), then

research on communities of practice seems particularly well-pitched.

In the other direction, 'community' explodes outwards when it is analysed as a

semiotic representation in ideological discourses that construct and naturalise very

large groupings (eg Anderson 1983; Gal & Irvine 1995; Gal & Woolard 1995; Joseph

& Taylor 1990).  Particularly in the work on language ideologies, there is a great deal

of interest in how a spread of people gets constituted as a 'community' in the first

place, how ‘linguistic units come to be linked with social units’, languages with

peoples (Gal & Irvine:1995:970).  A substantial part of this work is historical, and its

angle on modernist illusions differs from the one that one finds in the research on

communities of practice.  In communities-of-practice research, presuppositions about

systemic totality are treated as a source of contamination to be avoided in any

empirical account, but in the work on language ideologies, totalising ideas are actually

treated as focal objects of analysis themselves, and there are accounts of the social,

political and discursive processes involved in the institutionalisation of entities like

nation-states and autonomous languages.



At this point of course, linguistic self-consciousness becomes an issue, and

research on language ideology and the 'imagining' of community pays a great deal of

attention to the political role that philology and linguistics have played building and

maintaining nation-states.  In fact, though, it isn't only academics whose beliefs about

language both influence and are shaped by politics and social practice.  Linguistic

reflexivity (or ‘metapragmatic awareness’) is increasingly seen as a crucial feature in all

language use, and one of the effects of this is to unseat tacit, unself-conscious language

use from the throne it has occupied in sociolinguistics for the last 30 years (Lucy

1993; Cameron 1995).  Instead, artful performance, where there is ‘heightened

awareness of both the act of expression and the performer’ (Bauman 1986:3; Bauman

& Briggs 1990), moves from the margins to the centre of sociolinguistics, and in

Bakhtin's terms, ‘direct unmediated discourse, directed exclusively toward its

referential object, as an expression of the speaker's ultimate semantic authority’, loses

its supremacy, making way instead for 'doublevoicing', where there is an uneasiness in

speech produced by its penetration by other people's talk (1984).

Overall, this shift of interest from style to stylisation and reflexive

intertextuality makes the premium that sociolinguistics has always put on the

unconscious and the repetitive seem rather 'Fordist’iii.  Elsewhere, Zygmunt Bauman

suggests that in late modernity, ‘[s]ignificance and numbers have parted ways’.

‘Statistically insignificant phenomena may prove to be decisive’ (1992a:192), he

suggests, and if he is correct, then regularity, consistency and system lose their

primacy and our focus needs to extend to the unusual and spectacular.  To do that, of

course, we need a conceptualisation of language in psychological and social process

that is rather different from, for example, Labov’s, but in fact there are resources quite

close at hand, first of all in the linguistics of practice rather than in the linguistics of

system, and secondly in the shift from 'variation' to 'transposition' as a way of

envisaging linguistic movement across settings, time and space.

There is obviously a very considerable pedigree to the linguistics of practice

(see Hanks 1996; Verschueren 1999), but for present purposes, the key point lies in

the priority given to situated action in the relationship between language and language-

use.  Instead of seeing language-use simply as system output, language as a set of

social conventions or mental structures is reduced to being just one among a number of

semiotic resources available for local text production and interpretation.  And instead

of the system itself being viewed as the main carrier of meaning, meaning is analysed

as a process of here-and-now inferencing, ranging across all kinds of percept, sign and

knowledge.  By definition, spectacular texts rupture expectations of regularity and

cooccurrence, but since we are always plugging holes with whatever we can gather

from the contingent links between different semiotic modes and levels anyway, that's

obviously not fatal.

Once one treats language as playing only a subsidiary part in meaning, and

once one says that local and historical context play a constitutive rather than ancillary

role in communication, then it is also difficult to see variation as an adequate frame for

analysing communicative processes across social space and time.  Labovian

sociolinguists take the identity of language system for granted, and they see it as their

task to describe the parts and properties of the system that adjust to different

situations.  But if you're interested in situated meaning and you see people as getting

to this through immersion in all the contingent particularities of a given context, then

the first thing you have to do if you want to understand communication across time



and space is to try to work out how people construct semiotic objects that will hold

together long enough to carry over from one context to the next, going on after that to

look at what people make of it the other end.  The key words here are

entextualisation, transposition and recontextualisation', and again, these are concepts

that one can usefully use to study the spectacular.  If a spectacular practice or event is

actually significant, then obviously it can't be just done once and forgotten, and there

has to be some record or memory of it which gets circulated over time and space.

With transposition rather than variation as a conceptual framework, one looks beyond

the producer's communicative competence and their flexible-but-durable underlying

disposition to (a) the multiple people and processes involved in the design or selection

of textual 'projectiles' which have some hope of travelling across settings, (b) to the

alteration and revaluation of texts in 'transportation', and (c) to their embedding in new

contexts.  This is in fact a topic that is now becoming increasingly significant in

linguistic anthropology (Bauman & Briggs 1990; see also Silverstein & Urban (eds)

1996).

Overall, I would say that apart from the reproductive groupings that tend to be

studied in the research on communities of practice, there is a shift of interest in

sociolinguistics from 'production-within' to 'projection-across', from the 'use-value’ to

the ‘exchange-value’ of a language practice.  Indeed, it is not hard to see this as part of

the much larger movement in the social sciences, where instead of trying to define the

core features of any social group or institution, the focus has turned to the flows of

people, knowledge, texts and objects across social and geographical space, to the

production and policing of boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, and to experiences of

indeterminacy and ambivalence.  Pratt sees the 'linguistics of community' being

replaced by a 'linguistics of contact', and among other things that there is not space to

go into, that is likely to shift the ground from 'negotiation' and 'competence' as

foundational concerns to getting-attention-in-the-first-place - see Gee 1998 on

‘recognition work' - to non-competence and to the management of 'ignorance'.iv

At this point, however, I would like to switch my focus, and ask what

significance these shifts could have for the kind of work that has traditionally been

called applied linguistics?  What implications do all these shifts of interest in

sociology and sociolinguistics have for the identity of, for example, the applied

linguistics of foreign language teaching?

5 Applied linguistics in late modernity

It is probably worth admitting straightaway that if one follows the romantic model of

competence that Bernstein attributes to sociolinguistics and many other social

sciences in the 60s, 70s and 80s - if one is committed to ‘the universal democracy of

acquisition’ where everyone is inherently competent and official socialisers are

suspect - then the applied linguistics of language teaching doesn't look terribly

appealing.  Admittedly, there is some alignment with this competence model in ideas

about the integrity, autonomy and authenticity of language learner language in

interlanguage theory, and communicative language teaching also looks in the same

direction.  Even so, my guess is that much of the tension in the 1960s, 70s and 80s

between ELT/EFL on the one hand and English mother-tongue teaching on the other

can be explained in terms of major differences in the extent to which they could

commit themselves professionally to the competence model that Bernstein describes.



It is also likely that the competence model has also been one of the main factors that

has made modern foreign language education seem so uninspiring to sociolinguists.

Certainly, if one looks through Language in Society or any number of introductory

sociolinguistics textbooks, it is hard to find even a passing reference to instructed

foreign languages, and if you're principally committed to rehabilitating rich but

repressed community knowledges, it's not difficult to see why.  In Britain anyway,

there is hardly anywhere where German and French are locally rooted community

languages, and if you cut out the teacher, then there's no foreign language at all (see

Rampton 1999b for fuller discussion).

What happens, though, when the humanities and social sciences turn to new

topics and there is a growth of interest in cultural flows, in boundaries and margins

rather than centres, and in uncertainty and ambivalence?  What happens if the climate

of the times changes, competence models lose their intuitive appeal, and instead,

discussion turns to the political economy of language, to the uneven production,

circulation and distribution of symbolic and cultural resources, to ideology, exclusion,

legitimation and resistance?  What happens if anti-essentialism moves in, and we start

to wonder whether feelings of group belonging aren't themselves socially constructed

in the here-and-now?   The answer, of course, is that the applied linguistics of other-

language teaching-&-learning starts to look a bit different.  It is hard to think of any

other area of language study which is as centrally concerned with fluidity, marginality

and transition, with what people can't do with language and with how they get by

with what they can, and whatever your flavour - whether it's interstate agents or

postcolonial flaneurs, whether it’s Quirk, Kachru, Phillipson or Pennycook - there is

longstanding involvement with globalisation and the management of transnational

communication.  Indeed, once one becomes wary of metaphors about roots, one starts

to wonder why it is that we routinely assume that minority kids shouldn't invest in

German as a foreign language - maybe it's actually a very welcome escape from weary

language ideologies that are habitually pidgeonholing their voices within dominant

discourses about ESL and community languages.

In fact, that is not the only way in which new directions in sociolinguistics

turn out to be a traditional staple for language teaching applied linguistics.  Far from

being the distinctive product of late modern experience, reflexivity and self-

consciousness about language have been constitutive features of foreign language

education since time immemorial, and coming very often out of language teaching itself

(unlike their colleagues in modernist sociolinguistics), applied linguists have never

been properly socialised into doctrines about language research being ethically neutral

and ‘linguistics being descriptive, not prescriptive’ (cp Cameron 1994:21)

I am not suggesting that the applied linguistics of language teaching has been a

coherent academic programme, guided by the ideas of radical linguistic thinkers like Le

Page and Tabouret-Keller or Roy Harris.  Obviously, the concerns and engagements of

language-teaching applied linguistics are very large, diffuse and amorphous, and in my

view anyway, there is still really quite a lot that could do with conceptual refitting.

But just as clearly, though, there is much more involved here than a family of hillbillies

waking up to find that they're sitting on an oil-field.

If one rereads, for example, Criper and Widdowson's 1975 paper on

‘Sociolinguistics and  language teaching’ in the Edinburgh Course in Applied

Linguistics, one sees a much sharper understanding of idealisation as a situated

strategy, and of the limits of sociolinguistic generalisation, than anything to be found



in introductory sociolinguistics textbooks.  This is a line that Widdowson worked out

more explicitly in his papers on models and fictions (1984), and a little later on, it is

matched by Brumfit's (1984) argument that as well as ‘knowledge that’ and

‘knowledge how’, there is ‘knowledge of what it is to...’  - ‘“knowledge of what it is

to be a language teacher” has a legitimate claim to be considered in methodological

discussion’.  Applied linguistics worked out its rejection of naive descriptivism quite a

long time ago, at a time when naïve descriptivism still dominated orthodox

sociolinguistics, and it was not simply abandoning it for some kind of crude back-to-

basics prescriptivism.

My guess is that one half of this epistemological reflexivity came from talking

to sceptical teachers working on real world language problems, and that the other came

from applied linguistics’ precarious position in the academy and its need both to

differentiate and justify itself to linguists.  But whatever the sources, from the mid-

seventies on, scholars such as Widdowson, Brumfit and Strevens were reflecting on

positional knowledge, interdisciplinarity and the 'real world' in ways that anticipate a

good deal of what is being said today.  And indeed, in my view, it was neither an

accident nor a revolution that made BAAL Annual Meetings such an important arena

for some of the most celebrated recent developments in British sociolinguistics.  In

terms of international profile, both critical discourse analysis and the new literacy

studies stand out in British sociolinguistics; my impression is that from the late 80s

onwards, much of the debate around this work went on here at BAAL annual meetings

(much more, for example, than at the Sociolinguistics Symposia); and my contention is

that inspite of any regrets he now might express, the critical reflexivity of someone

like Widdowson did a great deal to open the ground for it.

Overall, then, I would suggest that the applied linguistics of language teaching

stands to gain a good deal from the epistemic shifts I described earlier, and that after

years of trying to fight for respectability and inclusion in the academic mainstream,

there are a number of ways in which it is really rather well-positioned at the juncture

between modernity and postmodernity.

Having said that, however, I am not entirely satisfied that my arguments have

achieved the right balance between praise and burial, and so in the last part of my

paper, I feel I ought to try and identify some ways in which there may still be some

work to be done to enhance our understanding of language, discourse and social

processes.  So this is what I shall attempt in the last section.

6 The Neglected Situation

In 1964, Goffman wrote a paper called ‘The Neglected Situation’: at the time, a great

deal of new ground was being broken, both in the description of language and in the

documentation of social factors that affected it, but scant attention was being paid to

the distinctive properties of the arenas where language and social factors came

together.  Since that time, we have been given a very impressive battery of descriptive

tools, by Goffman and a range of other schools and paradigms: the ethnography of

communication, conversation analysis, interactional sociolinguistics, critical discourse

analysis etc etc.

But in Britain anyway, though there are certainly some very notable

exceptions, there is not an enormous amount to compare with the traditions associated

with scholars like Erickson, Gumperz, McDermott, Ochs or the Goodwins.  Just how



good are British linguists, I wonder, at looking at situated practice, and outside

conversation analysis, just how far does protracted immersion in the detailed

particularities of situated interaction figure as a routine practice in British applied

linguistics?v  Exactly how willing are British applied linguists to sign up to the

relatively inaccessible technicalities of a theoretical framework while accepting that

these technicalities will have only a sensitising role, relevant and interesting only to

the extent that they illuminate a bit more of the interaction that's being examined?

And when things don't work, how happy are we to spend time learning a new

apparatus that we think will tell us more about what we're looking at (rather than

devoting ourselves to correction of the orginal theory)?  How seriously do we take the

recognition that hasty comparison blinds one to the complex cultural and semiotic

ecology that gives a phenomenon its meaning?  How patient are we in the move from

one case to the next, and when some kind of theoretical structure starts to emerge,

how far do we judge it by the justice it does to our holistic sense of the data, rather

than say, the neatness of its fit with other theories?  How long are we willing to wait

to feed into the things that everyone else is talking about, and when we do, how freely

do we admit to the number of interpretative steps we've taken in coming to such a

connection?

Edge and Richards 1998 provide a very coherent formulation of questions like

these, and researchers are obviously going to differ in their answers.  But my own

view is that if we really do think that situated interaction is a key site for the

production of social reality, if we're really serious that culture and social relations are

both reproduced and created anew in interactional activity, that actors draw on

unevenly distributed resources in locally and historically specific circumstances, and

that these circumstances are themselves enabling and constraining to different degrees,

then we can’t take short-cuts or trust any ready-made theory to tell us what's going

on.  Instead, we need the kind of painstaking, bottom-up methodology that I really

only became fully conscious when I taught on a methods course with Celia Roberts

and read Erickson's marvellous 1985 paper on ‘Qualitative methods in research on

teaching’.  To encapsulate why this matters, I would like to refer very briefly to

McDermott's paper on inarticulateness (1988).

McDermott has done a great deal of far-reaching classroom microethnography

that is both open and technically very sharp, and rather than treating inarticulateness

as a matter of individual ability, he thinks in terms of ‘well orchestrated moment[s] in

which inarticulateness is invited, encouraged, duly noted and remembered, no matter

how much lamented’ (1988:38).  At such moments, there are likely only to be

‘mutterances ... grunts, groans, quips, expletives and a wide range of nonsense in the

service of apparently unformulated ends.  Fluency is missing’ (ibid p 42).  But at

other times, there is ‘breakthrough, words flow, new things are said, and the world is

temporarily altered’ (ibid).  Inarticulateness and breakthrough make up two ends of a

continuum, but the difference between them can sometimes be a very fine one, and

McDermott is particularly interested in exploring the way in which inarticulateness

might represent not a disability, but ‘an invitation to listen in a new way’ (1988:40).

In my view, there is a dual truth here for the applied linguist, both as speaker

and listener.  There is no doubt that applied linguists are often under a lot of pressure

to come up with a fast line for the punters, and you can probably only do that by

thinking with principles and theories ready-to-hand.  The risk, though, is that

everything you produce falls at the midpoint of McDermott’s continuum - ‘mundane



talk’, where ‘a person can fill up time with words, but only in service of a status quo’.

Worse than that, there is a risk that you lose the capacity to ‘listen in a new way’.

Personally, I don't think that Critical Discourse Analysis is outstandingly good at

giving itself to the interactional data, but some of the main criticisms that applied

linguists have directed at it make me worry that we're losing sight of the kind of

interpretive project that McDermott is calling for.  Both Widdowson (1995:513) and

Stubbs (1997) take CDA to task for not being a substantive theory, whereas I would

welcome it as a different ontology, as a set of assumptions that may not be refutable

in themselves, but that allow us to formulate new kinds of claim close to the data

where issues of testability and falsification really do come into play.

So all in all, I would say that there is still quite a bit of work to be done

developing micro-ethnography in British applied linguistics.  I agree that micro-

analysis sometimes feels like lotus-eating, and I know from personal experience that

when you're talking about something, the ethnographic habit of saying ‘well yes but

it's more complex than that’ can be really annoying, especially when your critic can't

really tell you what you're missing.  On the other hand, there is a massive agenda for

discursive, social and applied linguistic analysis in Ortega Y Gasset’s observation that:

‘[t]wo apparently contradictory laws are involved in all uttering.  One says

'Every utterance is deficient' - it says less than it wishes to say.  The other

law, the opposite declares, 'Every utterance is exuberant' - it conveys more

than it plans and includes not a few things we would wish left silent’ (Ortega y

Gasset, cited in Becker 1995:5)

If you seriously want to tune to that, is it really enough being fluent, accurate, smart

and supportive?  Or is some kind of reverence for the complexity and plenitude of

situated interaction the most basic requirement, however irritating or inhibiting that

might sound?
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ENDNOTES

i   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 the

commitment to social intervention. (For fuller discussions of liberal modernity



                                                                                                                                           

relevant to sociolinguistics, see Scollon & Scollon 1995:Ch 6, Collins 1998, Heller

1999).

ii   This can be seen, for example, in the title of Labov's classic paper, ‘The Logic of

Non-standard English’, or alternatively, in Bernstein's failure to make very much of

the metaphorical capacities which he attributed to restricted code.

iii   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).

iv   The salience of non-shared knowledge makes the traditional priority given to

'competence' look over-optimistic, and instead, ignorance looks likely to become a

substantive issue for theory and description.  In our complex cultural environment,

says Hannerz, it is more and more important to ‘know... one's own ignorance, [to]

know... that others know something else, [to] know.., whom to believe, [to] develop...

a notion of the potentially knowable’ (Hannerz 1992a:45).

v   I would very much welcome correction on this, but it seems to me that there are

three kinds of applied linguistics that really flourish in Britain. First of all there is

generalist research, an applied philosophy of language use that sees itself as having a

sensitising role, helping professionals to identify principles in practice, running with

technical concepts as long as they have heuristic value for a relatively uninitiated

readership.  Second, there is data-oriented empirical work that is willing to work with



                                                                                                                                           

the analytic concepts developed by the generalists, but that in my own view anyway,

moves rather quickly to the description of teachers teaching and learners learning,

maybe without fully recognising just how problematic and contested the identities of

'teacher', ‘student' and 'learning' can be in everyday classroom life.  Lastly, there is

empirical work that is aligned with specific models of language and communication to

which it owes its principal loyalty, and that uses data to test and develop elements in

this overall theory.  I leave it to the reader to supply illustrative examples!


