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Abstract 

 
The UK’s recent experience of the coronavirus pandemic involves the fracturing of many established 
social and sociolinguistic norms, alongside erratic and only partly successful attempts to impose new 
norms. The paper offers a conceptual overview of how norms are discursively constituted. It then 
sketches out some of the potentially damaging sociolinguistic consequences of the crisis of normativity 
occasioned by the pandemic. 

 
 
Construing normativity 

 
From Friday 24th July 2020, as part of the UK government’s response to the Covid-19 
pandemic, a new requirement was introduced for people to wear ‘face coverings’ in shops 
and some other public places1. The policy was backed by a UK government law, although it 
applied specifically to England (because health policy is implemented separately by devolved 
governments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, with differences of detail and timing 
in force). As a legal requirement for England, the policy could result in fines (up to £100) 
being levied on people who failed to comply. On the other hand, several exemptions existed 
in the new law’s scope, so that people with specific health conditions, for example, did not 
need to cover their faces (see https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/face-coverings – 
this and other cited web pages were consulted on 25 July 2020). One interesting exemption 
was that face-coverings could be removed in banks, for purposes of ‘personal recognition’. 
Some commentators suggested that this was to maintain a distinction between compliant 
citizens and bank robbers.  

In explaining the rule change, the government was quick to suggest that legal 
apparatus and fines shouldn’t in practice be necessary, because people would ‘do the right 
thing’. They said that wearing face coverings in public should and would become ‘second 
nature’, an unthinking part of expected social behaviour, just like wearing a seat belt in a car. 
In phrases that had already become over-used in the context of the pandemic, there was 
widespread discussion of whether wearing face coverings would settle into being a part of 
‘the new normal’ of ‘life under Covid’. 
 In the event, although a clear majority of the population complied, some people 
objected (and did not comply) as a matter of principle, sometimes on libertarian grounds. 
They argued that it was not the proper function of governments in liberal democracies to 
impose such requirements on the public and that people should ‘make their own minds up’ 
about what was ‘the right thing to do’. (Some of these objectors have taken a militant stance.) 
Opposition parties commented that the government was making policy inconsistently, 
particularly in view of the fact that they previously did not favour the wearing of face 
coverings. Earlier, the government said that ‘the science’ did not clearly demonstrate the 
health benefits of the practice, and even that wearing face coverings was a bad idea, because 
it would ‘instil a false sense of security’. There was debate about whether and to what extent 

                                                             
1 I am grateful to Justine Coupland, Adam Jaworski, Kamilla Kraft, Janus Mortensen and Ben Rampton for 
commenting on an earlier draft.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/face-coverings-when-to-wear-one-and-how-to-make-your-own/face-coverings-when-to-wear-one-and-how-to-make-your-own
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/face-coverings-when-to-wear-one-and-how-to-make-your-own/face-coverings-when-to-wear-one-and-how-to-make-your-own
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face coverings would actually reduce transmission of the virus, and whether they were likely 
to be of benefit more to other people, as opposed to the wearers themselves.  

Some people were reported to have implemented the new policy ‘frivolously’, for 
example by wearing sequined gauze-like fabrics over their faces (which could not 
realistically have any utility in suppressing the transfer of virus-carrying droplets), 
reinterpreting protective face coverings as fashion accessories. Some opinion leaders 
encouraged others to exploit the exemption categories in the legislation, whether or not they 
strictly applied. Vox pop street interviews found many people voicing support for the 
initiative. They also found some non-compliers who said they weren’t aware that there had 
been a change in policy, and some who said they had no interest in following ‘the Covid 
story’. Some police chiefs said that the police force would be unable to monitor the new 
policy, and that they expected to take action against non-compliance only if following up 
specific complaints.  
 This episode manages to expose some of the key points of theoretical interest in the 
study of social norms. At the most general level there is the relationship between norms and 
what is normal. What people normally do, in the specific sense of what people normally say 
and how they say it under specific conditions, and then how people deviate from this 
normality, has of course been a staple concern of sociolinguistics. The matter initially appears 
to be an empirical and a distributional one (akin to the question of how many people actually 
followed the face covering requirement). Sociolinguists have pioneered ingenious ways to 
observe and capture normal linguistic/discursive action across countless contextual 
conditions of action and interaction. The normality of normal action has been established in 
diverse ways, sometimes by ‘dropping in on’ everyday linguistic practice, sometimes with an 
effort to hide or to minimise the technologies that might otherwise render the normal 
abnormal. Then, close interrogation – sound by sound, cue by cue, turn by turn – has 
produced impressively detailed information about how this inferably normal action achieves 
its normality. Alternatively, casting a much wider net across multiple data sets has provided 
empirical data on how normality might be defined statistically, based on relative frequencies 
of a host of semiotic features. (Here I will sidestep details of claims and arguments around 
‘natural speech’, ‘everyday’ practice’, and so on here. My attempts to overview and critique 
different formulations of authentic language are available in Coupland 2001, 2010).  

But normality has been considered a suspect concept too, partly because it risks 
erasing diversity – the diversity that sociolinguistics has, just as obviously, taken as another 
of its watchwords. And this is where the relationship between norms and what is normal has 
to be expanded to consider what is normative. Normality, even in its most neutral intended 
sense, almost inevitably leaches out into normativity (cf. Frega 2015), in one or other of its 
senses. Wearing face coverings in shops in England may be becoming normal practice, but in 
what ways might it also be becoming normative practice, and what does this precisely mean? 
As explained, wearing face coverings was mandated by law – an explicit ‘rule’, then, with at 
least potential legal sanctions for non-compliance. (See early discussions of norms versus 
rules in sociolinguistics by Bell 1976 and Grimshaw 1980, among others.) But, as also 
mentioned, the government’s hope was to establish the practice as a social norm, an 
expectation located somehow in the public consciousness, perhaps as a sort of social duty (in 
this case glossed as ‘doing the right thing’), perhaps as a relatively unthinking mode of 
action. It might well have been true, more particularly, that the government hoped to pass off 
a legally mandated practice as one driven more by a public moral consensus, and in so doing 
to absolve themselves from accusations of ‘heavy-handed policy making’. The government 
might well have been keen to shift the public understanding of face covering in England 
away from being normative in the sense of being a top-down regulative requirement to being 
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normative in another sense: driven either by a grounded, self-regulating, moral norm of good 
practice, or by a vaguer communitarian norm of ‘what we generally do’.  

We should note, then, that norm-compliance itself needs to be defined contextually, 
according to which of several different socio-cognitive bases exist for conformist action, and 
certainly defined by criteria other than the simple distribution of conformist action itself. The 
UK government’s response to the pandemic has in fact been generally characterised by 
ambiguous stances on legal versus moral authority, for example in relation to working from 
home, social gatherings and the proxemics of so-called ‘social distancing’. Specific policies 
have variously been labelled (by the government themselves, and subsequently by journalists 
and commentators, and often inconsistently) ‘requirements’ and ‘rules’ on the one hand, and 
‘advice’, ‘recommendations’ and ‘sensible practice’ on the other. The currently default 
phrase in circulation is ‘government guidance’. In other words, although no-one doubts that 
new rules and norms have arisen and are impacting strongly on social practices, there has 
been a fundamental ambiguity in the UK about how new normativities relating to the 
coronavirus are precisely constituted, particularly so in view of week-by-week changes. 
Unsurprisingly then, it has become correspondingly difficult to define what precisely 
constitutes compliance, or adequate compliance, in ways I explore further below. 

For the present, let me try to sketch out a simple conceptual map of the components 
of, and criteria for, normativity that have emerged so far from my anecdotal account of a 
particular moment in the UK experience of Covid-19. In relation to what we can call the 
scope of a social norm, we need to ascertain its range of applicability, its normative field, in 
at least two regards: distribution and focus. In the face coverings instance, the distribution of 
the normative field is restricted to particular social spaces – the prescription was intended to 
apply in England only, and then to a specified range of commercial and other locations. The 
focus of the field in this case is simply the practice of wearing of a face covering, and at its 
most basic, the norm presents a binary choice – whether or not to conform to (or enact) the 
preferred option (preferred, that is, by the government). Social norms are typically far less 
precisely scoped than this. Their focus might be delimited in quite abstract ways, such as ‘be 
a good citizen’ or ‘be polite’. When they are scoped at this level of generality, social norms 
inevitably under-specify the practices they seek to impose or preclude, because in their local 
enactment, social practices will always be contextualised in complex ways. The intended 
distribution of a norm (which is of course a quite different matter from its actual, observable 
distribution, see below) might be group-specific (‘children should be polite’) or on the other 
hand universal. Many norms are scoped between these extremes, at the level of ‘the culture’. 
This is on the assumption (generally misguided) that a cultural group (a construct that is often 
loosely and inadequately operationalised as a polity or a national space) supports and is 
supported by a singular, coherent pattern of cultural life with associated normative priorities. 
Too often, ‘the culture’ is assumed to be the particular set of norms set and illustrated by a 
polity’s dominant sub-group. Nevertheless, there is always some significant relationship 
between normativity and culture, and these concepts can even be taken to be mutually 
defining to some extent. 

The scoping of a norm implies an initiating agency of some sort. In the face covering 
instance the authorship of the norm seems clear-cut. The primary authors were the UK 
government, and of course it falls to official authorities to define and promote acceptable and 
unacceptable aspects of social action, whether or not such norms are formalised as laws. But 
norm authorship, if it is attributable, is generally far less specific than this. Authorship will be 
attributable when social observers and influencers (self-certifying or otherwise) seek to 
formalise new norms and promote them explicitly. Norm authorship will be less directly 
attributable when classes of people in positions of influence adopt particular modes or styles 
or features of practice, enacting and performing norms that they consider preferred but may 
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never need to formulate explicitly. The performance of preferred norms is metapragmatic in 
that some level of preference-awareness is associated with the practice. When particular 
norms advance or retreat over time and space, or when their focus ‘mutates’ in one sense or 
another, authorship as a concept starts to seem too definitive, and we have to think instead 
about other norm-establishing and norm-maintaining processes, still agentive, such as how 
norms are policed (see below). 

Even so, a large swathe of normative practices exist whose authorship is, for the most 
part, unquestioned, making authorship and indeed the norms themselves to that extent 
invisible or silent, unless and until they are breached. What we might call silent normativity is 
the condition in which groups and cultures to a certain extent ‘know’ how to function, and a 
sense of ‘how we act’ is quite pervasive. It is the condition in which Dell Hymes’s norms of 

interpretation (Hymes 1974) become feasible and socially functional, because social actors 
commonly distinguish conduct that is normative from conduct that is counter-normative, and 
can read meanings associated with this distinction. The silent quality of silent norms does not, 
of course, preclude the possibility that they can become recognisable and matters of explicit 
reflexive comment and evaluation, and hence contestation. Silent norms have been 
recognised to provide the underpinnings of social interaction at its most fundamental, indeed 
to provide the possibility for coherent collaborative social practice of all sorts. Harder (in this 
volume) similarly notes the enabling versus the restrictive functioning of norms. This view of 
cultural coherence and functionality paints a relatively rosy picture of social normativity, 
although it may be tricky to keep apart its rosier and thornier aspects.  

We can define normative valency in two senses. The first refers to whether the norm 
is a (positive) prescription or a (negative) proscription, a ‘do norm’ versus a ‘do not do 
norm’. (This binary will ultimately prove to be too simple, for example when norms attach to 
what is feasible or intelligible as social conduct, but it is still worth pursuing as a first-level 
clarification.) Prescriptive normativity is a process of formulating an idealised model of 
preferred social conduct, and presenting it for emulation across a targeted distribution. This 
sort of modelling (or scoping) is clearly, once again, a metapragmatic process, in that it 
entails and is intended to promote reflexive awareness of a model of social action that 
(according to the norm) should then be re-modelled in actual practice. Proscriptive 

normativity can be a very similar process, although deviation from a positive normative 
model potentially entails a very wide range of options. Where proscriptions are constructed as 
specific dispreferred models, their focus tends to be on a specific sub-set of 
(metapragmatically) known and socially salient actions deemed to be undesirable or deficient 
in some regard. (Fabricius, in this volume, discusses the UK dialect-style shibboleth of 
‘dropping your aitches’ in precisely these terms.) Normative valency also refers to the 
intensity or force of a norm, reflecting the simple fact that some norms will exert only modest 
degrees of pressure to act normatively, e.g. if they are deemed ‘pedantic’, while others may 
be ‘heavy’ and amount to principles for tolerable versus intolerable human conduct. 
Normative valencies can change over time, either gradually or in response to some specific 
social event recognised to be a tipping-point. 

As we have seen, normativities are backed by specific rationales or logics. Normative 
action is commonly rationalised as a moral imperative, as being in some sense a ‘good’ mode 
of conduct, sometimes pro-social, ‘to the benefit of society as a whole’2. The face covering 
example is interesting, however, in showing that while covering your face in public might 
indeed be to the whole community’s advantage, there is some dispute as to whether it reduces 
viral transmission ‘outwards’ more then ‘inwards’, and hence as to who the immediate 
                                                             
2  For example, Andrew Cuomo, Governor of New York State, gives an explicit rationalisation of wearing face 
coverings as an interpersonal display of ‘respect’ for co-present others, see https://youtu.be/K3-ZcwQxhJc. I am 
grateful to Janus Mortensen for making this connection. 

https://youtu.be/K3-ZcwQxhJc
https://youtu.be/K3-ZcwQxhJc
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beneficiary is. This alerts us to how normativity can alternatively be rationalised, or re-
rationalised, as a personal imperative or a group imperative, if the practice in question is held 
to benefit some individuals or groups more than others. The authorship (or provenance) of a 
particular rationalisation may, once again, be hard to discern. A moral imperative might be 
ascribed to ‘everyone’ and therefore be glossed as ‘common sense’, or even ascribed to itself, 
glossed as ‘doing what is self-evidently right’. The UK government came to endorse the 
‘properness’ of wearing face coverings as a relatively late policy initiative, reminding us that 
the rationalisation of a normative practice is indeed a discursive process, where particular 
people may author particular rationales under specific circumstances. The discursive re-
rationalising of a norm over time and across members of a constituency actually tends to 
erase the distinction between norms and rules, because norms and rules are subject to 
precisely the same processes of reinterpretation. In the Covid-19 case it will be interesting to 
track how specific top-down rules are being re-rationalised as norms, with different 
emphases, weight and application. 

The field of a normative schema may be specifiable, but this is a very different matter 
from its field of compliance, which has to do with the distribution and focus of a 
community’s uptake of a given social norm. I noted that early uptake of the norm of face 
covering in English shops was patchy. Not everyone did it (although most did), not everyone 
was aware of it, and some did it in mildly transgressive ways. Norms and their authors/ 
regulators might often aspire to universal, consensual uptake, but compliance may be quite 
different from this, distributionally speaking. Also, within a field of compliance, uptake is not 
necessarily a simple matter of whether or not a prescribed norm is enacted, although this is 
what observers might most naturally try to assess. There may also be significantly variable 
styles of compliance and of non-compliance, including some styles that express counter-

rationalisations of the norm in question. I mentioned the instance of wearing a face covering 
as if it were primarily a fashion accessory, but many other normative prescriptions are liable 
to be performatively transgressed. This is particularly the case in complex and divided 
societies where any authority structure, once identified as such, is liable to meet counter-
currents. Heavily individualised societies carry a propensity for norm-resistance almost by 
definition. Normativity, then, can paradoxically be a resource for social division – a 
touchstone for dividing people who align on different sides of an ideological debate, or for 
dividing people who are differentially affected by a norm’s focus or uptake. 

It is often necessary to consider whether, to what extent, and how a norm is complied 
with, so (as mentioned above, and as studied in detail by Hazel and Lønsmann in their 
chapter in this book) we should theorise a notion of norm policing. In the face covering case 
it was literally the UK police force that commented on whether monitoring the new norm did 
or did not fall within their remit. But far more generally than this, compliance and non-
compliance are monitored for uptake within a norm’s targeted constituency. This, once again, 
is a strongly metapragmatic process lying at the heart of normativity. Once a norm has been 
scoped and focused, compliance is significant not only for happening or not happening, but 
for being seen to be happening or not happening. Presumably the intent behind some 
normative initiatives is that the norm should become self-policing, meaning that members of 
the targeted constituency are drawn into the ideology that motivated the norm’s authors, very 
much in line with Gramsci’s (1971) theorising of hegemony. Under these conditions 
normativity itself fades into the background, resulting in silent normativity. Self-policing then 
sustains the normative practice as part of a changed social or moral order, because 
constituency members feel shame if/when they deviate from it3. 

                                                             
3 Adam Jaworski points out that the imposition of the National Security Law in Hong Kong, for example, is 
justified by appeals for citizens to obey it on the basis of ethnonational loyalty. 
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Finally, we might identify moments of normativity, referring not so much to particular 
points in time when particular norms coalesce or become applicable and more to the 
circumstances in which and the processes through which normativity gains and loses 

momentum, at any level of scale. The essential point here is simply that normativity refers to 
processes of norm-making (or ‘normatisation’) and norm-unmaking (or ‘denormatisation’), 
even though a long view of culture may tempt us to see what is normatively stable (‘the 
norms’) in a particular culture at a given point in time. Many contributors (to the present 
book and beyond, e.g. Bicchieri et al. 2009) have argued convincingly for this dynamic 
perspective on social norms, and there is the central consideration that moments of 
normativity and social change go hand in hand. Green (2016) argues that changes in social 
norms commonly underpin social change, but it is equally the case that social change tends to 
reconfigure social norms, and sometimes requires a process of normative (re)stabilisation 

when change has stripped away previous normative frameworks. I will argue below that this 
sort of quest for restabilisation is what we are seeing in the UK at this stage our experience of 
the coronavirus pandemic. The time-frames of normatisation and denormatisation can vary 
enormously, from the longue durée of, say, the civilising process (Elias 1994) to abrupt local 
realignments in response to unexpected health crises.  

Most chapters in this book deal with complex and subtle interconnections between 
norms and change, and of course with norms framed specifically in relation to language and 
social interaction. It doesn’t fall to me to review these contributions in any systematic way. 
But in the next section I try to identify some different ways in which ‘language’, broadly 
speaking, provides fertile ground for the study of normativity and social change. In doing that 
I will cross-refer very briefly to preceding chapters of the book that have provided elaborated 
discussions of the processes I summarise. To some extent I will also try to reinterpret some of 
the book’s main contributions through the conceptualisations I have introduced above. In a 
third and final section I will make some suggestions about how the current pandemic might 
be understood as a radical context for language-salient normative change in the UK.  
 
 
Sociolinguistic dimensions of normativity and change 

 
The observation that languages are intrinsically normative systems, and that language use is 

in a general sense normative, is pertinent, but takes us only so far towards understanding 
sociolinguistic dimensions of norms and their dynamic functioning. It is clearly the case that 
to participate in using a language entails participation in a gamut of shared assumptions and 
implications, conventional ways of meaning and modes of interaction that can be called 
norms (cf. Mäkilähde et al. 2019), just as language learning can be construed as progressive 
induction into normatised sets of formal, semantic and pragmatic principles and practices. 
Sociolinguistic investigation on this topic, and particularly research into language 
socialisation (e.g. Ochs and Schieffelin 2011), has established that such principles and 
practices across cultures are variable, as are patterns of socialisation. The dominant emphasis 
has been on acculturation into existing sets of normative practices, where the distribution and 
focus of the normative field are largely taken for granted, ‘given’ in assumptions made about, 
for example, speech communities or communities of practice or cultures. Compliance is, 
similarly, not at issue, except in the sense of ‘imperfect learning’ in particular cases, or in the 
general expectation of staged and progressive acculturation over time. Agha’s account of the 
enregisterment (or normatisation) of Received Pronunciation (RP) in the UK (Agha 2007) is 
an influential contribution to understanding how sociolinguistic norms may incrementally gel 
or accrue over time, elaborating on rather implicit accounts of the normativity of RP and 
high-prestige sociolects in earlier treatments. 
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Early sociolinguistics in fact engaged with the concept of normativity mainly in 
relation to dialect varieties and their variable sub-features. Labovian variationism had set out 
to challenge the prescriptive normativity implied in the distinction between ‘standard and 
nonstandard’ ways of speaking. The earliest theorising of standardness (e.g. as ‘educated 
speech’) was unhelpful, but the political critique of normativity was always fully visible. 
Variationism exposed the ideological convention of dressing up value-judgements about 
language use – styles of speech considered inferior or deficient – in obliquely labelled 
conceptions of ‘generally expected’, ‘appropriate’ or even ‘received’ ways of speaking. This 
is despite the fact that variationism took a surprisingly tolerant line on use of the terms 
‘standard’ and ‘nonstandard’ themselves, terms which now come across as normativity 
dressed up as normality.  

As sociolinguistics became increasingly confident in its capacities as a field of critical 
enquiry, researchers dealing with sociolinguistic norms became more reluctant to deal with 
what is normal without close attention, in concert, to normative processes. Critically framed 
questions about ‘normal for who?’ and ‘normal in whose estimation?’ came into play, 
whether the normative focus was dialectal ‘standardness’ or something quite different. (To 
take just one ‘different’ instance, King 2018 reviews this shift into a critical perspective as it 
relates to the field of language policy.) In the dialect arena, studies of normative uptake – 
basically the distribution of so called ‘standard and nonstandard’ sociolinguistic variables – 
revealed both that ‘standard’ usage was quite rare (e.g. normative compliance, understood as 
the use of RP, has a quite specific and limited distribution in the UK) and that compliance 
was meaningfully stratified by social class. Even so, as is well known, studies established that 
a large segment of an urban population showed their appreciation of the wider normativity of 
‘standard speech’ by adapting their own speech contextually towards this norm.  

Standardisation as an ideological process has come to be seen as a rationalisation of 
the modernist and centralising project of nation-building (Kristiansen and Coupland 2011), as 
well as a group imperative whereby privileged people reinforced their privilege by mapping 
ideas of prestige and properness onto their own ways of speaking. I have suggested that, in 
contemporary life, at least in the UK, vernacularisation has been gaining significant traction 
as a counter-rationalisation of preferred speech styles (Coupland 2016a). This amounts to a 
denormatising force operating against RP and in favour of a more mixed normative field, 
where various vernacular styles (meaning the large swathe of first-learned and supposedly 
non-normative British dia- and sociolects) have found greater social appeal and flourished in 
contemporary, mediatised, public life. In the terminology used above, my suggestion is that 
the normativity of RP in the UK has become less intense, leading to less compliance, while 
alternative rationalisations of preferred speech in the public domain have also emerged. 
These newer rationalisations are not merely ‘changes in fashion’, but result from the 
development of new priorities for communicative styling, attuned to the higher levels of 
dynamism and diversity that characterise service-sector work, the entertainment industries, 
other modes of popular culture, and social media. 
 In her chapter in this volume, Fabricius shows how conservative RP in Britain can 
evoke mixed reactions from listeners. Interpreting normative RP as a ‘construct resource’, she 
tracks the decline of tapped and trilled r as a statusful feature of elite RP in Britain, before 
analysing its use by Geoffrey Cox, a UK Attorney General in recent years. Perhaps by virtue 
of his use of tapped and trilled r, he was found impressive by some observers and media 
commentators, but judged by others to have been over-performing, over-using a recessive 
feature of conservative RP in a public speech. This suggests, once again, a realignment in the 
normative field in which RP operates, and the rise of alternative normative pressures. 
 The ideological shift that Fabricius’s study points to – a sociolinguistic change 
towards less centred and more multiple normative fields around ways of speaking – has been 
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studied extensively in other sociolinguistic traditions too. In the first decade of the new 
millennium, issues linked to globalisation, increasing global mobility and social complexity 
were extensively researched by sociolinguists (e.g. Blommaert 2007, 2016; Collins 2005; 
Coupland 2011). A key theoretical emphasis in this work was polycentricity, the existence of 
multiple norm centres, and researchers found new relevance in the Bakhtinian concept of 
heteroglossia (e.g. Bakhtin 1986, Blackledge and Creese 2013). It is now common to see 
analyses of how multiple, contrasting norms are invoked and negotiated in social interaction, 
in multiethnic groups or in contexts showing other sorts of social complexity. The 
constraining and creative implications of negotiating multiple norms have been explored in 
many contexts of interaction, and in relation to writing as well as speaking (e.g. Stæhr 2016).  

Relatedly, one of the most significant original contributions made by the present book 
is to have assembled diverse case studies of social contexts, and normative fields, where 
norms are not only complex and potentially multiple but (in the terms I used earlier) 
imperfectly scoped and amenable to new forms of rationalisation. Many of the case studies 
address key moments of normativity, when shared normative assumptions are lacking and 
needing to be assembled or reassembled (re-scoped, in terms of focus and distribution) in 
order to cope with uncertain and/or changing demands. Harder (this volume) points out that 
norms, particularly constitutive norms in established cultural contexts, tend to be resistant to 
innovation and change, although he also considers interesting cases of when a community, as 
he puts it, is necessarily emergent, ‘getting on its feet’. This pattern of emergence is 
characteristic of many contemporary settings when life throws together social groups 
(defined at any scale) whose histories are structured around different established norms, or 
places them in circumstances where existing norms need to be adapted to new circumstances.  

One example (dealt with in the chapter by Hazel and Lønsmann) is the context of 
transnational migration, where the socio-political ideal of ‘integration’ triggers initiatives to 
identify and promote the cultural and sociolinguistic norms of a host community. The authors 
show how specific host norms (of interaction, in both linguistic and wider regards – grouped 
around the requirement to be punctual for work) are explicitly negotiated in a Second 
Language classroom for refugees. Hazel and Lønsmann show how actions held to have 
transgressed local social norms become accountable, as infractions of a largely tacit moral 
order. In her chapter, Pitzl analyses a somewhat similar social context, where a group of 
multi-lingual European exchange students on a year abroad in Austria progressively socialise 
each other over the course of a single speech event into using international and multilingual 
conventions for toasting (mutual salutations while drinking, e.g. ‘chin chin’, ‘na zdrowie’ and 
‘cheers’). 

In Kraft and Mortensen’s analysis, what is normatively known by participants, and 
which norms are ‘properly’ available for creative deployment in interaction is less clear. They 
track the use of national stereotypes in playful (and some not-so-playful) interactional frames 
in workplace meetings at a Norwegian construction site. National stereotypes, they argue, are 
normative structures that their participants are, on the whole, quite familiar with, and this 
provides them with resources for both constructing and interpreting rich patterns of indexical 
creativity in their talk. So the authors are able to document a second-order reworking of 
existing norms (national stereotypes), as new discursive norms emerge in the group meetings 
for how rather gross stereotypes can be made locally meaningful among multi-national 
participants. 

Another main contribution of the volume is to advance our understanding of the link 
between normative processes and reflexivity, an area of theory that is reviewed in detail by 
Piippo (this volume; see also Coupland 2016b and chapters in Part 1 of that collection, 
perhaps particularly Jaffe 2016). Piippo then illustrates how a model of ‘easy-to-understand’ 
language, a style of Finnish featuring simplification, slow delivery and scaffolding through 
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gestural emphases, came to be adopted as a ‘teaching register’ consciously developed and 
adopted by teachers working in ‘adult basic literacy training’ courses in Finland. The register 
exists as a normative focus for these teachers, who are able to discuss its qualities as well as 
to perform it as part of their commitment to second-language-only teaching strategy.  
 In their chapter, Marra, Holmes and Vine set out to contrast different sorts of service 
and workplace encounters on the basis of how predictable they prove to be, and hence how 
readily negotiable they may be to participants, based on their discourse structure. Simple, 
transactional service encounters are clearly based in shared repertoires that function as 
conversational routines, perhaps as matters of cultural habitus, while less routinised service 
encounters (at an information desk at a museum) appear to be less clearly normative in 
structure. One of their conclusions is that the normative ordering of workplace encounters 
varies radically. While there may be norms that ‘universally’ apply to such encounters, other 
aspects are not subject to clearly shared normative constraints, so that conversational 
coherence needs to be achieved in situ.  
 So the chapters richly demonstrate how social normativity is fundamentally associated 
with, and often focused on, language. The analytic aim of some chapters is to identify 
normative units – codes, styles, registers, genres – that, in the general case, have been 
historically scoped in different ways according to different priorities, or that, under fluid 
circumstances of contact, are scoped in more obviously dynamic, emergent ways. 
Emphasising the reflexive dimension of norms, as most chapter do, forces us to attend to 
language from another point of view too, because (as I argued above) the reflexive authorship 
and rationalisation of normative prescriptions and proscriptions are themselves forms of 
discursive action, metapragmatically entertained. So are compliance and non-compliance, if 
we see them as actions taken in the awareness of pre-existing models. In the face coverings 
case that I considered earlier, for example, once we become aware that the action is governed 
by a normative prescription, then ‘to wear’ and ‘to not wear’ are (equally) subject to 
evaluative scrutiny, by ourselves and others. Each form of (in)action is subject to either praise 
or sanction, according to how it does or does not match up to a prefigured model. While 
wearing a mask has been fully normatised for, say, surgeons and nurses performing 
operations, for members of the public, in the current moment of normativity, it is a highly 
reflexive element of social practice. Norm policing may sometimes be a purely cognitive 
operation (in an individual’s evaluation of their own conduct, or in one person’s 
intersubjective evaluation of another’s conduct), but it will very often involve overt 
metacommentary on normative and counter-normative social practice. For example, 
comments like ‘What do you think you’re doing?’, or ‘You know as well as I do that that’s 
unreasonable’ are a staple of relational discourse, and it is likely that specific norms of 
interpersonal conduct come to be appreciated as such only through metadiscourse. 
 Normative metadiscourse shows up in the lexico-grammar of languages, in English 
most obviously in the modality system for distinguishing ‘should’ or ‘may’ from ‘must’, and 
so on. But in future research, there is a good case for developing a more systematic approach 
to how norms are discursively articulated. After all, it often goes unnoticed that languages 
have some very economical ways of referring to normative practices, sometimes lexically 
coded. I’m thinking of the class of English adjectives that refer to the normative associations 
of specific social roles, in words such as ‘scholarly’, ‘professional’ and ‘presidential’. There 
is precisely the same degree of ambiguity in these words that exists in the distinction between 
normal and normative. ‘Presidential behaviour’, for example, may simply refer to ‘what 
presidents (demonstrably) do’, but quite readily extends into ‘what presidents ought to do’, so 
that ‘acting unpresidentially’ can be an accusation or even a rationale for impeachment, and 
so on (cf. Sclafani 2017). But in far more diffuse and complex ways too, boundaries around 
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what is possible, desirable, permissible, etc. around any given role are subject to repeated 
(re)negotiation, and not least in the discursive servicing of that role in social interaction. 
 Several contributors to this book have also pointed out that language and discourse 
assume particular significance in the context of normative change. Social change can make it 
necessary to negotiate new forms of normative consensus, or at least a set of provisional 
conventions to allow social interaction to proceed. Most examples of this discussed in the 
literature and in this book arise mainly from global mobility of different sorts, and the need to 
reconcile or renegotiate different existing normative orders, possibly as a bridging process 
into a new normative culture. The main emphasis, that is, tends to be on resocialisation, or 
‘cultural continuity through discontinuity’, in a classical narrative of threat and resolution. 
Normative change, however, as we are all finding out, can be abrupt and destabilising, with 
little by way of resolution in sight. It can sweep away norms, unconvincingly seek to impose 
others, and promote radical uncertainty about social relations and social identities. Normative 
change is always fertile ground for studying sociolinguistic change as I have tried to define it 
(Coupland 2016a) – changes in relationships between language and society rather than 
changes in language and language use themselves, including changes in how social life is 
discursively enacted and represented. In the final section I offer some brief and personal 
reflections on how the coronavirus pandemic is currently being experienced in the UK, in 
sociolinguistic and other regards, as a crisis of normativity. 
 
 
Coronavirus, aggravated anomie and ‘the new abnormal?’ 
 
As I write, the number of reported deaths globally from Covid-19 stands at over 668,000, 
almost 46,000 of these in the UK. Confirmed cases worldwide stand at over 17 million. 
Today’s headlines include that the UK government have voiced its fears that a ‘second wave’ 
of the infection is ‘rolling across Europe’, and that people with coronavirus symptoms will 
have to ‘isolate for longer under toughened guidance’ (The [London] Times, 30th July 2020). 
Suggestions about what life ‘post-Covid’ will be like in ‘the new normal’ seem to be, at best, 
speculatively futurological (cf. Jaworski and Fitzgerald 2003), when the present is so 
uncertain. 
 In the last five months public discourse in the UK has accommodated a range of new 
phraseology implying constraint. Shops and cafes that have re-opened declare themselves 
‘Covid-secure’, meaning that they restrict access to limited numbers of customers, provide 
hand sanitising gel and ‘maintain social distance’. The phrase ‘social distance’ has been 
accepted by almost everyone, and few have critiqued how the normative prescription of 
maintaining physical distance from other people who are not members of the same household 
has complicated so many different bases of sociality, over and above reducing direct social 
contact and social intimacy of a measurable sort (cf. Adami 2020). Many people are trying to 
comply with the original governmental prescription, to stay two metres away from others, or 
the recently amended criterion of ‘one metre plus’, staying one metre distant if other 
‘mitigations’ are in place (mitigations that include the use of face coverings, as discussed 
earlier in the chapter).  

The UK was largely ‘in full lockdown’ for around three months, albeit with different 
specific constraints operative in different parts of the country, and is now said to be 
‘emerging from lockdown’, except that ‘key workers’ have been working throughout, 
including care workers in care homes (where rates of infection and death are widely 
recognised to have been disastrous). Technical terms for apparatus needed to minimise cross-
infection have become commonplace points of reference (e.g. ‘PPE’, personal protective 
equipment), and epidemiological concepts (e.g. ‘the R number’) similarly. The concept of 
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‘quarantine’ has returned to being primarily associated with infectious or potentially 
infectious humans, when its main pre-Covid sense related to the enforced sequestration of 
animals being transported internationally. It now refers mainly to an institutionalised, 
normative two-week period (currently under review) of ‘self-isolation’ required of either 
people with Covid-19 symptoms or of people returning to the UK from specified other 
countries (with listings changing week by week). Other new, semi-technical terms have come 
to the fore, including ‘shielding’ (now used as an intransitive verb, so that very vulnerable 
people can be called ‘shielders’), referring to more extreme forms of self-isolation required of 
people at greatest risk of death because of specific health conditions, also including (at least 
initially) people over the age of 70. The pandemic as a topic not only dominates news 
broadcasts, policy debates and much of day-to-day conversation, it has triggered new 
linguistic repertoires. ‘Stay safe’ is, for example, now a frequent email sign-off and a regular 
caption on government notices, and accounts of travelling have become both more 
newsworthy and more morally loaded. ‘We haven’t been anywhere for months’ can be heard 
as a grumble about ‘being in lockdown’, but perhaps also as a declaration of self-policed 
conformity, and hence a claim to moral probity.  
 The normative climate enveloping the UK is shifting and difficult to characterise. The 
stability that is generally implied in the concept of normativity and its sub-components 
(normative field, focus, uptake, etc.) is generally lacking. We can observe that the initial 
authorship of the most transformative norms (or candidate norms) has been official and top-
down, although an ongoing series of government policy announcements, usually specifying 
normative constraints on social conduct, have needed to be rationalised and mobilised by 
others. These include some people in ‘key’ social roles (teachers, medical professionals, shop 
managers, etc.), but in fact by everyone. The normative field is continually being defined and 
refined, aspirationally (because compliance is patchy in many regards, and well outside of the 
specific issue of covering your face in shops), at all levels in authority hierarchies, so that 
very few people are exempt from the burdens of norm interpretation, alongside the society-
wide burden of expected normative compliance. That is, we are all having to rationalise new 
normativities, decide on what constitutes compliance and whether it is actually feasible in 
specific contexts, as well as deciding whether or not and how to comply in specific respects. 
While it is a theoretical truism to say that the intensity or valency of normative pressures can 
be variable, it is clearly true that Covid normativity in the UK remains generally intense,  
even in the current phase of (supposedly) ‘moving out of lockdown’. The normative 
constituency is far from uniform. Younger people perceive less risk and threat, but many 
older people are navigating norms against a background of fear – including fear of death, not 
merely fear of being ‘uncitizenly’. There is pervasive uncertainty, about what ‘safe’ actually 
means, if anything, and about what the future holds, but also about what constitutes rational 
action in circumstances where there are competing demands (e.g. whether or not to visit an 
elderly relative who lives alone, in contravention of lockdown and distancing requirements). 
  I have emphasised normative constraint, and hence implied there is a climate where 
proscriptive (‘do not do’) norms predominate over prescriptive (‘do’) norms. It is interesting, 
then, that the UK government’s series of policy announcements have been framed with 
positive valency, sometimes in multi-part slogans. The most durable composite slogan so far, 
promoting the lockdown, was ‘Stay home, protect the NHS [the UK National Health 
Service], save lives’. The slogan was officially withdrawn on May 14th, as official policy 
changed (see https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-
information-leaflet/). ‘Stay home’ is of course prescriptive in its lexico-grammar, but its 
social implications lay in avoidance practices such as ‘do not leave the house except for very 
specific essential purposes…’. ‘Protect the NHS’ materially meant not going to hospital 
emergency clinics and general practice clinics (so as not to overload these services, again 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-information-leaflet/coronavirus-stay-at-home-protect-the-nhs-save-lives
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-information-leaflet/coronavirus-stay-at-home-protect-the-nhs-save-lives
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-information-leaflet/coronavirus-stay-at-home-protect-the-nhs-save-lives
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-information-leaflet/coronavirus-stay-at-home-protect-the-nhs-save-lives
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with a small number of specified exceptions) and not buying medical-grade face masks 
(because this would threaten the necessary supply to hospitals, etc.). ‘Save lives’ was a very 
clear instance of under-specification in the authoring of a norm, as was the quite vapid phrase 
‘Be alert’, the slogan-element that replaced ‘Stay home’. The implications of these particular 
slogans were never to my knowledge clarified, although ‘Save lives’ inevitably contributed to 
the social perception that there was, and is, an acute death risk and that mitigation actions (i.e. 
actions of avoidance and abstinence) were urgently required. But as the infeasibility of 
specific mitigations became obvious (the prescription to stay two metres away from others, in 
other words the proscription of physical closeness, e.g. in school corridors or in shop 
doorways, could not be achieved, just as it is not being achieved now by some people who 
rationalise ‘coming out of lockdown’ as a permissible return to non-distanced activities), the 
practicalities of ‘staying safe’ and ‘saving lives’ have necessarily had to be re-rationalised by 
individuals, without ‘safe’ courses of action being credibly identified in many cases.  

For some time, death has been directly thematised in daily government 
announcements of numbers of known Covid-related deaths per day and per week, also in 
dissemination of data relating to so-called ‘excess deaths’ (the number of current deaths over 
and above the expected rate for the time of year). Human stories of dying and death-
avoidance permeate media outlets, including stories of survival with drastic health 
consequences after intensive care. So there is a damaging mix of powerful perceived threat 
and uncertain mitigation, which we might characterise as a particularly morbid condition of 
aggravated anomie. Anomie is commonly understood to refer to normlessness, although the 
current moment of normativity in the UK is not at all lacking in normative pre- and 
proscriptions. On the contrary, social life is saturated by oppressive, rigid, aspirational 
normativities that, in many cases, people can neither fully accommodate nor simply ignore. 
To this extent the contemporary condition of coronavirus-related anomie is closer to 
Durkheim’s original (1897/1979) analysis of how people’s failure to negotiate rigid social 
norms, and an individual’s either insufficient or excessive integration with society, leads to 
suicide. 
 We are still discovering and trying to rationalise what may or may not prove to be 
new normative practices ‘under Covid’ (a now-familiar metaphor that accurately reflects the 
oppressiveness of social life bearing the effects of the pandemic). Rampton (2020) observes 
that, although there are already many projects under way, it will take years of systematic 
ethnographic and other socially-oriented research to reach a comprehensive overview. An 
excellent overview of issues is available in Adami (2020). As mentioned above, I see no 
reason to expect that a consolidated field of normative compliance will be in evidence in the 
near future, because the ‘waves’ model of the coronavirus’s spread is matched in 
unpredictable waves of norm authorship, norm rationalisation and norm interpretation in 
people’s efforts to make sense of top-down policy demands.  
 It is easy to point to interactional routines that have become impossible or redundant 
under Covid – those accompanying (or enacting) supporting a football team, paying by cash, 
dating, face-to-face collaboration in some categories of workplaces, and many others. Social 
interaction, even with non-familiars, of course persists, much of it mediated through online 
platforms. But when physical co-presence actually happens, it does so with new degrees of 
uncertainty over not only proxemics but interpersonal rights and obligations. Do we thank 
people for stepping out of our path if it is a prescribed avoidance action, and censure or snub 
people who try to hand us leaflets or packaged groceries? With familiars, isn’t a more serious 
agenda necessarily implied now in ‘how are you’-type questions? Is it insensitive to ask 
‘how’s work?’ when there is a much-increased probability that people will soon lose their 
jobs in the economic crisis that is widely predicted for the UK? Interactional mini-rituals of 
this sort may or may not settle into new normative patterns over time, as countless normative 



 

 

14 

fields of sociolinguistic practice, now destabilised, are partially re-ordered. But there are 
already signs that the pandemic is leading to realignments of the social order in more 
structural respects too. These shifts need to be confirmed or denied in detailed research, and 
some of that research will need to be sociolinguistic, because the discursive representation of 
social groups and intergroup relations is at issue, as well as the negotiation of actual 
relationships between groups and their members. Let me briefly mention three relevant 
aspects, in closing, in my final three paragraphs. 

I mentioned the new propensity to publish cross-national comparisons – of how, 
statistically speaking, the coronavirus has impacted on health and death in different countries, 
and how those countries have ‘managed’ the virus. As this shows, not only has the 
coronavirus acutely restricted and problematised international contact and mobility, it has 
also led to new conceptualisations of national capability and adequacy, and league tables of 
countries ranked according to how well they have succeeded in suppressing transmission, and 
hence ‘how safe’ they are. In itself, this league table perspective is damaging to international 
relations (visible, for example, in current diplomatic antagonisms around which countries do 
and do not ‘deserve’ to have quarantine-free access to the UK). Accounts of the UK’s ‘poor 
performance’ in combating the virus can easily be fed into longer-term accounts of Brexit and 
the UK’s ‘loss of global influence’ as it leaves the European Union and negotiates its new 
antagonisms with China and Russia, and to some extent with the United States. We might 
anticipate that the UK experience of coronavirus will in due course become part of the 
historical grand narrative of Britain’s growing isolation in global exchanges, trade and 
politics. Sloganised representations of how the UK, after Brexit, would become a ‘newly 
outward-looking country’ and have ‘more respect and authority on the global stage’ now 
seem strikingly at odds with current realities. Disputes over ‘how well’ or ‘how badly’ the 
different ‘national governments’ of the UK have fared (where the term ‘nation’ has never 
been convincingly applied to the central and devolved administrations in England, Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland) are exacerbating internal divisions and, not least, providing a 
new footing on which to lobby for Scottish independence.  

As a second aspect, in the UK the virus is known to have affected people of different 
ethnic backgrounds with different degrees of severity. Although generalisations are 
complicated by contextual factors such as geography, history of deprivation, specific 
ethnicity and age, the UK Office of National Statistics concludes that, up to the end of June 
2020 (and using the Office’s own stark category labels), Black people were 1.9 times as 
likely to die from Covid-19 as White people, with Bangladeshis and Pakistanis 1.8 times as 
likely to die, and Indians 1.5 times as likely to die (see https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
52219070). One politically pressing implication of this relates to the fact that Black and 
Minority Ethnic (BAME) people are ‘over-represented’ as workers in health and care services 
in the UK, which has clearly been a major factor in the relative rates of dying. There is the 
further implication that people who were believed (post hoc) to be particularly vulnerable to 
the virus featured disproportionally in front-line health and caring roles. No official steps 
have apparently been taken to redress this problem in the UK’s future moves to cope with the 
virus. So debates around the virus have assumed a worryingly ethnicised dimension, and have 
focused new inter-racial tensions regarding obligations and entitlements. The issue plays 
directly into racially sensitive policy debates about the ethics of social care provision in the 
UK (e.g. the earlier assumption that carers were ‘unskilled workers’), about new criteria (post 
Brexit) for migration into the UK (with little prospect, at present, that BAME care workers 
will meet entry criteria), and hence about the future of the social care sector as a whole. 
Covid-19 policies and their effects have complicated and probably damaged egalitarian and 
racially inclusive principles and how they are inscribed in social life in the UK. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52219070
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52219070
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52219070
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52219070


 

 

15 

As a final example, normative responses to the pandemic have regularly thematised 
age. A central aspect of this has once again been in connection with the criterion of 
‘vulnerability’: the risk of severe illness and death from Covid-19 increases with age. The 
charity Age UK records how, at the start of the lockdown, the UK issued advice to a specific 
group of people who needed to ‘shield’ (take extreme measures to isolate themselves). The 
group was defined as ‘People aged 70 and over, people with long term conditions, pregnant 
women, and those considered extremely vulnerable’ (see 
https://www.ageuk.org.uk/information-advice/coronavirus/). The risks confronted by older 
people are severe, and the UK government’s original lockdown policy reflected this. Viewed 
as a discursive scoping of norms, however, it focused its explicit proscriptions on a composite 
social group that equivalenced ‘people aged 70 and over’ with ‘those considered extremely 
vulnerable’, and we know that older people in the UK are a highly diverse social group as 
regards health, wealth and many other factors. The UK government clearly took the view that 
their obligation to protect people aged over 70 overrode their obligations under UK equality 
legislation, which (among many other protections) precludes ‘less favourable treatment on 
account of age’. What constitutes ‘favourable treatment’ in relation to ‘staying at home’ and 
so on is of course debatable. The point, however, is arguably less a legal one than a normative 
one in a more general sense. A normative discourse that represents older people as an 
‘extremely vulnerable’ group on the basis of age-in-years alone sets back long-running efforts 
to resist societal ageism by several notches. Covid-19 age discourse is already exacerbating 
inter-generational conflicts over resources and social entitlement, in a climate where huge 
numbers of people, mainly young and middle-aged, are expected to be unemployed and 
impoverished as the UK struggles, in economic recession, to repay its Covid-related 
borrowings. ‘The young grow poor and the old die’ would be a particularly unpromising 
sloganised legacy from the UK’s experience to date of the coronavirus.  
 
 

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