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0. Introduction 
In this talk, I‟m going to focus on the relationship between the poetic and the mundane, but 
I‟m not going to treat this as a matter of general philosophical controversy.  Instead, I‟m 
going to take-it-for-granted that there are all sorts of ways in which verbal art is emergent and 
embedded in social and situational context, that there are intricate links between aesthetic and 
ordinary communication, and that in the midst of routine interaction, people often 
„breakthrough into performance‟, introducing what Knoblauch & Kotthoff call an 
“accountable orientation… to the design of discourse and non-ordinary reception” (2001:7; 
emphases added).   I‟m also going to assume that our analyses need a combination of formal 
and personal resources.  In ethnography, for example, first-hand “experience… has ways of 
boiling over,… making us correct our present formulas”.1  And yes, the formal tools of 
linguistic and discourse analysis play a vital role in the investigation of events and situated 
interactions, but whether it‟s verbal art or ordinary chat that you‟re looking at, there‟s a risk 
that if you defer too much to the technical apparatus, you‟ll end up “judging pianists by their 
hair”, to quote the words of I A Richards (1929:17).   

So I‟m not going to try to re-theorise basic relationships like these, and instead, I‟m going 
to focus on how the artful and the everyday are interwoven in young people‟s situated 
negotiations of social-relations-&-social-activity.  In the first section of my presentation, I‟ll 
report on some of my own research (and apologies right now for repeating analyses I‟ve 
already published).  In the second section, I‟ll offer some methodological reflections, and in 
the third and last, I‟ll address the significance of all this for our understanding of 
contemporary social processes. 
 
1. Some empirical research  
 
1.1 Stylising posh and Cockney 
 
I‟m going to start with some data I recorded with a radio-mic in an inner-city classroom in 
the 1990s, and I used it in my study of London youngsters putting on exaggerated upper and 
lower class voices – posh and Cockney.   
 

Extract 1 

During the tutor period while Mr Alcott is talking to the class, Joanne (aged 14, 

Anglo; wearing the radio-mic) has been telling Ninnette (aged 14, African-

Caribbean) a bit about her parents and grandparents, and has just talking about her 

mum’s difficult pregnancy (blex 68 42:244):  
 

1 Joanne:(.) 

2   ((quietly: )) she could have lost me ((light laugh)) 

3   (3) 

4   ((with a hint of tearfulness in her voice: )) 

n you’d all be sitting here today without me ((laughs)) 
    
5 Tannoy:((eleven pips, followed by the din of chairs moving)) 

6 Jo:  ((louder, and in literate speech: ))  

but you |wouldn’t |care   

                                                      
1 W. James 1978:106, cited in Willis & Trondman 2001:2.  See also Hanks 1996:121-2 
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7   cos you |wouldn’t \ know ((laughs)) 
    
8 ?N:  (                   )    

9 Jo:  nothing I’m just jok-         ) 
10   I’m being st- 
11   ((high-pitched)) oooh::  
        
12   

 Ninne::tte 
13   you’ve got e|nough with you to\day 
    
14   and |then you |go and 

\ chee::k \me:: 

    
15   |you \little:: |bugg|aye|aye|aye|aye 

     
16   (15) ((the teacher is giving clearing up instructions)) 

17   ((Joanne leaves the classroom and then hums quietly to  

herself)) 

 

 

To discuss this episode, I‟ll start with a description of the poetics.  After that, I‟ll locate it in 
the everyday, and when that‟s in place, I‟ll address the crucial question of their connection.  
So, to begin with the poetics... 

At the start of the extract, Joanne is finishing the story about her mum‟s pregnancy and 
she comes to the momentous conclusion that she could have died before birth.  There‟s no 
audible response to this on the tape in line 2, but Joanne doesn‟t leave it at that, and instead 
she draws out the implications with a hint of mock tearfulness in her voice – “you‟d all be 
sitting here today without me” in line 3.  Before there is any uptake, the Tannoy interrupts, 
announcing the end of the lesson with a series of loud pips, and then when the pips have 
finished, Joanne resumes with a dramatic change of tone: the picture of her friends being 
saddened by her absence is logically contradictory - „but you wouldn‟t care cos you wouldn‟t 
know‟ (lines 5 and 6).   In saying this, Joanne‟s deflating the sentimentality in „you‟d all be 
sitting here today without me‟, and to characterize the way she says this, I‟d say that she‟s 
combining „spelling pronunciation with quasi-epigrammatic style‟. 

According to Dr Johnston, “for pronunciation the best rule is to [follow…] the most 
elegant speakers who deviate least from the written words”, and in lines 5 and 6, instead of 
merging the „D‟ and „T‟ sounds as she would in her normal speech, Joanne pronounces 
„wouDenT‟ with extra clarity.  At the same time, she formulates this sardonic analytic point 
with a sentence that breaks into two lines with rhythmic, grammatical and lexical parallelism 

 
bt    you   would   n’t   care 
cz    you   would   n’t   know 

 
This isn‟t too far off the epigrammatic, which my literary dictionary defines as “a short, 
polished poem ending with some graceful, ingenious, pointed, weighty, witty or satirical turn 
of thought”.2   

Ninnette‟s reaction to this in line 7 isn‟t audible, but from what follows, it must have 
involved some kind of challenge - something like „what are you up to?‟.  In line 8, Joanne 
begins to formulate a retraction, minimising what she‟s just been saying and explaining that it 
wasn‟t serious - “nothing, I‟m just jok-, I‟m being st-” –  but before she‟s finished, she 
interrupts herself and emphatically redirects the focus from herself to her friend - “/\ooh 
/\Ninnette” in lines 10 & 11.   This then leads into lines 12 and 13 in which she issues an 
indignant reprimand, accusing Ninnette of already being at the limits of tolerable conduct and 
                                                      
2 Shipley J (ed) 1970 Dictionary of World Literary Terms London: George Allen & Unwin. p 103 
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of then exceeding these limits with impertinence – “you‟ve got enough with you today and 
then you go and cheek me”.   

After that, the sequence closes with a damning summary of Ninnette‟s character - „you 
little buggaye aye aye aye‟. Of course Joanne‟s not being serious here - you can only be 
cheeky to someone who is older or in a superior position.3  Instead, Joanne‟s playing a part, 
and she articulates this in the London vernacular, dropping some of the Ls and the Ts in 
„little‟ and in Ninnette‟s real name, as well as using what sounds to me like a non-standard 
idiom in line 12 (“you‟ve got enough with you today”).  Overall in this extract, Joanne‟s 
performance constructs quite a sharp contrast between the stances associated with standard 
and vernacular speech, and you can see this summarized in the Table 1 below. 
 
Table 1 

Lines 5 & 6 Lines 11-14 

standard & literate speech vernacular & idiomatic 

sceptical reasoning passionate indignation 

logic undermines sentiment emotion escalates (apology => indignant reprimand => 
abuse) 

symmetrical rhythm and grammar sound disrupts lexical form („buggaye aye aye aye‟) 
 
 So that‟s a description of the artful, poetic dimensions of Joanne‟s talk in Extract 1.  Now 
what about the everyday? 
 The first thing to say is that this is just a bit of chat at the end of a lesson, and Joanne 
wasn‟t a particularly distinguished student - in fact, she was struggling at school and she 
regularly attended learning support sessions.  Second, it was rather common for youngsters at 
this school to switch into exaggerated performances of posh and Cockney – on average, they 
did this about once every 45 minutes in my recordings.  Third, there seemed to be a very 
common set of images in these artful productions.  Looking at this episode and about 50 
others where kids used exaggerated posh and Cockney to talk about teachers, to talk about 
physical prowess, social misdemeanors, sexuality and so forth – looking across lots of 
interactions where they put on stylized posh and Cockney voices in greetings, taunts, 
commands, rebukes, summonses and so forth – it was obvious that in one way or another 
Cockney was used to evoke solidarity, vigour, passion and bodily laxity, while posh was tied 
to social distance, superiority, constraint, physical weakness and sexual inhibition.  In other 
words, there was quite a well-defined cultural imagery that these kids were manipulating, and 
it‟s easy to link this imagery to traditional contrasts between high & low, mind & body, 
reason & emotion – in fact it‟s easy to link this imagery back to binary oppositions that are 
deeply-rooted in European class structure, reaching back at least to the 18th and 19th centuries. 
 Just in case my reference to this historical pedigree seems to lift Joanne‟s performance 
out of the everyday, let me make two more points.  First, the high/low mind/body reason-vs-
emotion binary is inscribed in contemporary schooling itself, the institution where Joanne 
spent many of her waking hours.4 Second, away from the kinds of artful stylisation attested in 
Extract 1, the high-low binary was actually also inscribed in Joanne‟s routine speech 
practices. I did a small Labovian study of style-shifting, and I compared their use of standard 
and vernacular speech variants in formal and informal settings.  Precisely as you‟d expect, 

                                                      
3 Since Joanne and Ninnette are actually friends of the same age, it would be a fatuous accusation if she really meant it.   
4 High-low ranking is central to the organisation of education; you can see mind-over-body in the tight constraints on 
physical activity in classrooms; and instead of humming, singing and the modalities of popular culture, the curriculum 
prioritises the production of lexico-grammatical propositions in thematically connected strings – a case, you could say, of 
reason over emotion. 
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frequencies in the use of posh and Cockney varied in line with the formality of the situation, 
and you can see this in Table 2 on the slide.   
 
 

Table 2: % use of six STANDARD pronunciation forms in four informants‟ speech in 
formal & informal contexts 5 

 

 
 
 
What this suggests is that my informants had actually absorbed or ingested the high/low 
posh-&-Cockney dichotomy - it was a fundamental structuring principle in their routine, 
everyday English speech. 
 So pulling this all together, it looks as though there are two analytic directions: on the one 
hand, there‟s attention to the artful design in Joanne‟s spontaneous outburst, and on the other, 
there‟s the contextualization in everyday life: a very ordinary student chatting at the end of a 
lesson, stylisation as a common practice, a high-low imagery that‟s pervasive in British 
culture and inherent in habitual speech.  Now is there any way in which we can draw these 
together?  

To try to integrate this juxtaposition of the poetic and the everyday, I drew on the work of 
the cultural and literary critic Raymond Williams – most specifically, on his account of class 
hegemony in Marxism & Literature.  Hegemony, says Williams, saturates “the whole 
substance of lived identities and relationships, to such a depth that the pressures and limits of 
what can ultimately be seen as a specific economic, political and cultural system seem to 
most of us the pressures and limits of simple experience and commonsense” (1977:109).  
This squared with the routine style-shifting - class hierarchy‟s saturation of the „whole 
substance of lived identities and relationships‟ was attested in these kids‟ habitual 
phonological movement „up‟ and „down‟ between standard and vernacular.  In fact, more 
than that, these kids hardly ever discussed social class explicitly, and this also suggests that it 
was just a matter of „simple experience and commonsense‟.   

But Williams then goes on to talk of “creative practice” in which “tensions at the edge of 
semantic availability…[,] active, pressing but not yet fully articulated”, find “specific 
articulations – new semantic figures… in material practice”.6 „Creative practice‟ seems to fit 
with Joanne‟s crystallization of the hegemonic class binary, and the same can be said of other 
episodes where kids put on exaggerated posh and Cockney in ways which showed they were 
alive to status degradation in a teacher‟s remark, that they were alert to shifts in solidarity in 
the transition between chat and work, or to the tensions between social decorum and sexual 

                                                      
5 Word-medial voiced TH (other); Word initial voiced TH (the); Word-initial H (not proforms); Pre-Consonantal, post-
Vocalic L (old); Word-medial intervocalic T (butter); -ING in participial suffixes (running). 
6 Williams 1977:130,134; also Bakhtin 1981:347/ 
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desire.  In all these instances, stylized posh and Cockney seemed to denaturalize the routine 
reproduction of hegemonic high/low relations. 
 So, as far as stylised posh and Cockney are concerned, I‟m proposing „denaturalisation‟ 
as an overall characterization of how spontaneous poetic speech practices connect with 
everyday life.  „Hold on‟, you may say, „I‟ve heard that before‟, and indeed, apart from being 
fundamental to aesthetic experience itself, „denaturalisation‟ is a very familiar trope in 
sociologically oriented cultural analysis, dating back at least to the late 1970s.  So if all I do 
is end up recycling the clichés of cultural studies, does this mean my fieldwork and empirical 
analysis is a waste of time?  No it doesn‟t, and to show why not, I‟d like to turn briefly to the 
findings from another study that used roughly the same methods.  Only this time, I focused 
on a practice I called language crossing. 
 
1.2 Crossing into other-ethnic language varieties 
Rather than looking at kids putting on exaggerated class-related voices, my work on crossing 
focused on ethnicity in one neighbourhood in the 1980s, and it looked at kids with Anglo and 
Panjabi backgrounds using Caribbean-based Creole, kids with Caribbean and Anglo 
backgrounds using Panjabi and all three orienting to strongly-accented Indian English.   
 In contrast to the silence about class in the situation where I studied posh and Cockney, 
there was lots and lots of explicit discussion of race and ethnicity in Ashmead in the 1970 and 
1980s, and there was also a great deal of derogatory discourse circulating in the public media 
– black people were routinely portrayed as problems and threats, while Asians were depicted 
as victims or clowns. Even so, these public representations were reworked at local level, and 
the cross-ethnic use of ethnically-marked speech styles had a lot of local currency.  Of course 
local youngsters were very well aware of the racist imagery circulating around them, and they 
generally developed quite a reliable sense of what it was safe to do, where and with whom.  
Still, other-ethnic language crossing was widely reported and often celebrated as a local peer 
group practice, and it occurred as an entertaining embellishment in all sorts of everyday 
activity – in greetings, games and joking abuse, close to breaches and delicts, in performance 
art, in cross-sex interaction, and also in interactions with authority. 

I concluded the last section by suggesting that the stylisation of posh-&-Cockney 
involved adolescent agents spontaneously deconstructing a social and semiotic system that 
was very well established and that they already inhabited.  At school, this system of 
differentiation governed the mainstream trajectory of individuals, elevating some, degrading 
others, and in lessons and elsewhere, stylised posh and Cockney generally denaturalised 
this.  Now with crossing and stylisation in Creole, Panjabi and Indian English, I‟d 
characterize the general ideological project quite differently.  Instead of denaturalization, I‟d 
describe the overall effect of ethnolinguistic crossing as pushing towards normalization, 
contributing to the construction a shared habitation from group differences. These ethnic 
group differences had been encountered only relatively recently and they were represented in 
very problematic ways in public culture generally.  But in Ashmead, crossing and stylisation 
„domesticated‟ these differences – it made them orderly, familiar and acceptable.  Panjabi 
was integrated into the kind of traditional playground culture described by the Opies, and 
local youngsters found Creole especially appealing: over time, Creole came to be seen as an 
unexceptional part of their local speech repertoire, particularly among Asian youngsters, and 
a number of Creole features worked their way in the local multi-ethnic vernacular. 

I‟m suggesting, then, that ethnolinguistic crossing and the stylisation of class dialects 
were fundamentally different in their relationship with the everyday.  Yes, they both involved 
marked speech practices – practices in which speakers invite non-ordinary reception by using 
linguistic structures that lie beyond what their interlocutors would normally expect.  But 
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beyond the immediate here-&-now of their production – in their wider ideological and socio-
historical contexts, they operated quite differently. 
 I think that those are probably some of the biggest claims that I‟d want to make about my 
research, but if they are to stand up to scrutiny, I need to say more about methodology.   
 
 
2. Method at the interface of poetic and mundane 
It may help if right at the start of this section, I just clarify how my own interest in the 
intersection of the poetic and mundane differs from other quite general perspectives.     

First of all, I doubt that my work counts as stylistics in the sense of Leech, Carter & 
Stockwell.  I‟m not analyzing texts that come ready classified as art, and I‟m not using 
linguistics to show, for example, how recognized artists exploit the resources of ordinary 
language (cf e.g. Leech 1969:5).  But equally – though it‟s closer - I‟m not engaged in a 
linguistic anthropological process of recovery, using discourse analysis or ethno-poetics to 
reveal aspects of artful design in speech practices that are otherwise either unrecognized or 
regarded as deficient at school, in the immigration service, and in other dominant institutions 
etc – see Hymes, Gee, Blommaert or Maryns for example.  If the work I‟ve been reported 
was either stylistics or ethnopoetics, then I could have just concentrated on the design of 
Joanne‟s speech in Extract 1, and when it came to making claims about non-routine, artful 
speech, it‟d just be you as an audience that I‟d have to try to persuade.   

Instead, I‟m making a more all-embracing, more comprehensive claim about the dynamic 
and productive relationship between poetic and ordinary speech within the lives of my 
informants, proposing that in one way or another, stylisation and crossing helped to clarify or 
reshape the worlds they inhabited.  And so if these claims are to have any credibility, my 
account needs to be very carefully tuned to the perspectives of the people that I studied. 
 Now there are at least three reasons why it‟s not particularly straightforward ensuring that 
an analysis is properly aligned with your informants‟ sense of what‟s special and what‟s 
routine: 
 First, when you‟re looking at a particular practice, there‟s the risk that its novelty to you 

as an outside analyst will mislead you into thinking that it‟s a creative innovation for the 
locals as well.   

 Second, once you‟ve managed to establish that the practice is artful in some sense or 
other, there‟s the challenge of knowing how much weight to attach to a particular case.   

 And third, if you‟re actually interested in how the familiar‟s made strange and the strange 
becomes familiar – if like mine, your big claims are about denaturalization on the one 
hand and routinization on the other – then you‟ll have to deal with a blurred and fuzzy 
boundary, where metaphors fall asleep or there‟s a new edge to well-established habits. 

I‟ll take each of these challenges in turn.  So first, 
 
2.1 Understanding the difference between (your own) unfamiliarity and (what locals see as) 
artful creativity:  In linguistic anthropology, both Edward Sapir and Alton Becker give useful 
descriptions of just how easy it is for the outsider‟s experience of newly encountered 
difference to mislead analysts into thinking that their-own-perception-of-what-stands-out 
coincides with the locals‟.7  Admittedly, I‟m not working in a radically different culture, but 
there are still a number of questions to ask to try to ensure that when it comes to identifying 
utterances that are specially framed as poetic, it‟s not just your own interpretation: 

                                                      
7 According to Becker,  “The hardest thing for me to do in Southeast Asia is to hear the individual voice.  The differences of 
culture, in their freshness and strangeness, cannot at first be – as they are to the insider – part of the background” (1995:229; 
see also Sapir (1949:504)). 
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 interactional treatment: how is the utterance treated in the interactional sequence in 
which it emerges?: are there preparatory signals from the performer that something 
special‟s coming up, and when it‟s produced, how do the local recipients take it? – if they 
laugh, groan, or comment, there can be evidence then and there that the utterance is non-
routine 

 playback: how do informants respond when you replay to them recordings of a practice 
you‟re interested in: do they notice it, and what do they say?  

 metalinguistic commentary: can and do informants talk about these types of practice in 
the abstract, away from the immediate contexts of their production? 

 And last - but most significant in my analysis of extract 1 - once you‟ve been doing 
fieldwork for a while, there is local ethnographic experience, which helps you to judge 
how far an utterance differs from the way the performer normally talks, how far there‟s a 
denser-than-normal cluster of non-routine speech features, and how far there‟s some 
resemblance to practices that locals have noticed elsewhere? 8 

 Moving on to the second issue – once you‟re confident that locals are likely to see a 
particular utterance as specially marked, you‟re faced with the challenge of  
 
2.2 Understanding how much significance to attach to the artful practice: There are clues to 
this, of course, in the interactional treatment of an utterance and the metalinguistic 
commentary it generates, but it‟s also important to ask at least two further questions: 
 First, frequencies: how common is the practice that you‟re interested in?  As I‟ve already 

said, a variety of different kids did exaggerated posh and Cockney voices on average 
about once every 45 minutes, and I hope this stopped me producing an over-inflated 
account of the art in Joanne‟s performance in Extract 1, which I‟m obviously offering as 
just one example of a much more widespread cultural practice, not as a canonical 
touchstone or a totem in itself.   

 Second, prominence: Just how salient in the overall interaction is the element of 
artfulness in the utterance you‟re analyzing?  In Extract 1, Joanne orchestrates a number 
of different semiotic levels together to produce quite a full performance - affective stance, 
speech act type, syntax, lexis and pronunciation.  But in other episodes – such as Extract 
2 in the footnote, 9 discussed at length in Rampton 2006:298ff  – it could be just one or 
two sub-elements of speech that a youngster exaggerated, adding just a tiny bit of colour 
to an utterance that might otherwise pass unnoticed as an ordinary contribution to the 

                                                      
8 Of course those empirical resources only help us to identify whether or not a particular practice is framed as non-ordinary, 
and you need a much broader range of strategies, resources and reference points in the interpretation of what a marked 
utterance means – ethnographic and cultural analysis of institutional relations, local and national histories, media 
representations; detailed interaction analysis of exactly what it was in the unfolding situation that sparked off a spontaneous 
shift into an aesthetic frame; and maybe even quantitative analysis of tacit speech pattern if like me, you‟re interested in 
Williams‟ idea of „creative practice‟ as a way of “confronting hegemony in the fibres of the self and in the hard practical 
substance of effective and continuing relationships” (1977:212). 
 
9 Extract 2: Hanif (wearing the radio-mic), Arun and Simon are sharing the same table in science. 

 
1 Hanif: ((whistles six notes))  

2          what you doing Arun (.) what you doin Arn (.) 

3       (>shup<) leave it Dimbo (2)   

4        look what you ma- look what you made me do  

5       (4) 

6        ((reading the title of the exercise, with an exaggerated Cockney final  

7        syllable: )) Stars and Galaxies  (1) 

8   ((quietly reciting page numbers:)) one three seven 

   9   (3) 

10       ((fast and loud to the teacher:))  >SIR can I go check if there’s any Essential 
11   Sciences left<  
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business on hand.  In cases like that, it‟s vital to keep reminding yourself of just what a 
low-key phenomenon this is, and not to allow the pleasures and rewards of analysis to 
deceive you into thinking you‟re looking at mountains, not mole-hills.  

 
Which brings me to the biggest challenge: 
 
2.3 Trying to trace the movement between the specially marked and the everyday, with forms 
and meanings shifting in both directions – the habitual getting denaturalized, and the 
spectacular becoming mundane.   

This is intrinsically very difficult because in looking at the dynamic movement between 
the marked and the everyday, we‟re often dealing with what Williams describes as a “tension 
between the received interpretation and practical experience”.10  Williams goes on to say that 
“th[is] tension is often an unease, a stress, a displacement, a latency: the moment of conscious 
comparison not yet come, often not even coming” (1977:130), and as such, it‟s difficult to 
model theoretically – if you‟re too assertive about it, you can end up committing what 
Williams call the „basic error‟, “the strongest barrier to the recognition of human cultural 
activity… th[e] immediate and regular conversion of experience into [fixed forms and] 
finished products” (1977:128).  On top of this epistemological problem, there are all the 
intricacies of human ingenuity, deception and misunderstanding, where people speak in 
disguise, address themselves to interlocutors with very different degrees of background 
understanding etc etc.  And so maybe it‟s wisest just to suggest that there is a „continuum‟ of 
aesthetic marking, with very spectacular, highly aestheticised performances at one end, 
mundane activity at the other, and an array of more modest poetic practices in between. 

I think, though, that we can use Erving Goffman‟s work to formulate a question that 
generates a more detailed and more systematic account of how and where the poetic becomes 
mundane and vice versa, and it comes in two parts: 
 i) in what kinds of generic frame is the focal form, act or practice embedded, entailing 

what kinds of participant relations and what orientations to non-routine experience,  
and then: 
 ii) how far and in what ways do the frames around this form, act or practice shift over 

time and across situations? 
Taking Part [i] first and referring back to my own data, crossing and stylisation occurred in a 
range of different frames, and some were quite clearly set apart from routine activity – most 
obviously, platform events of various kinds, designed to entertain, with a clear division 
between performer and audiences; and games and contests, structured by explicit rules to 
facilitate the eventual differentiation of winners and losers.  But a great deal of crossing and 
stylisation also occurred in types of interactional exchange that were much more closely tied 
into everyday activity, and where the orientation to non-routine experience was generally 
more much more fleeting.  These were what Goffman calls interaction rituals and they 
included greetings, which use well-known formulae to resolve the indeterminacies that arise 
at the opening of an encounter; leave-takings, which provide reassurance against what‟s 
unknown in the period of separation coming up; and reprimands and apologies, in which 
participants address themselves to repairing breaches in the flow of normal activity.11  These 
rituals are extraordinarily common in everyday interaction, but they‟re still oriented to actual 
or potential departures from appropriate conduct, and people often exploit this momentary 
weakening in the normative order to do something a little bit different or a little bit extra.  So 
in Extract 1, for example, Joanne‟s posh literate speech coincides with some self-correction, 
repairing the delusion that her friends would miss her if she‟d never been born, and then her 
                                                      
10 And what Bakhtin calls „ideological becoming‟ 
11 Extract 1: the posh is self-repair, and the Cockney is a reprimand 
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exaggerated Cockney articulates a reprimand.  In Extract 2, „Stars & Galaxies‟ marks Hanif‟s 
transition to the demands of school, but ultra-Cockney final vowel softens this, suggesting 
that there are still some lines of connection open to his mates.  

Once we‟ve started to differentiate the manner and extent to which different events and 
activities provide participants with specially marked time out from routine social relations, 
we can turn to the second part of the question, and ask whether you only get particular kinds 
of poetic stylisation in clearly defined performances, or whether they‟re also slipped into 
interaction ritual.   

Right now in the sociolinguistics of language change, there‟s a great deal of interest in the 
processes involved when a new form shifts from being different, noticed and mimicked to 
becoming an unexceptional part of ordinary speech – what Bakhtin calls the transition from 
stylisation to style, from double- to single-voicing.  I‟m not a specialist in language change 
research, but my own sense is that if you want to understand how forms like TH-stopping and 
invariant „innit‟ change from being conspicuously Creole to becoming routine London, then 
interaction ritual‟s going to be a crucial site in the transition, just a small step back from the 
mundane.  Equally, if you‟re interested in how mass-mediated forms permeate the everyday, 
extending far beyond their well-framed contexts of immediate production and reception, then 
interaction ritual‟s likely to be vital. In interaction ritual, people increase the formulaic, non-
propositional dimensions of their speech, introducing material with a conventional pedigree 
that displays an orientation to social collectivity capable of overriding the uncertainty 
immediately on hand.  But of course there‟s plenty of scope for playing with these showcase 
moments for the display of social and cultural allegiance, and they‟re a good site for the 
introduction of catchphrases, even fragments of songs. 

So those are some methodological reflections on trying to understand how the poetic and 
the everyday were interwoven in the stylisation and crossing practices of the teenagers I 
studied.   
 Having said that, I‟d now like to turn to questions of politics and public relevance. 
 
 
3. Politics and relevance 
In sociolinguistics generally, there is a very substantial body of research on language and 
class, race and gender that has addressed inequality and discrimination, that has informed 
political action, and that‟s influenced institutional policy.  But what about micro-analytic 
analyses of the relationship between the poetic and the mundane?  In what ways can the kind 
of analysis I‟ve been discussing claim to make a distinctive and different contribution to 
wider understanding at the present time? 
 In terms of shaping public consciousness, identifying or indeed generating new cultural 
trends, sociolinguists lag a long way behind artists, musicians, writers and the cultural 
commentary with which they‟re are often associated.  Hall‟s formative paper on „new 
ethnicities‟ focused on film, not language variation, and just to mention writers, people like 
Hanif Kureishi, Zadie Smith, Andrea Levy, Monica Ali, Gautam Malkani obviously have a 
much stronger and wider impact on how we understand the contemporary environment than 
any sociolinguist. 
 But that doesn‟t means that sociolinguistics has no wider value.  First and most obviously, 
sociolinguistics confirms that the kinds of cultural mixing portrayed in art and literature 
really does have a foundation in everyday life.  But much more important, I think that you 
probably need empirical research to understand some of the most basic processes involved 
when new cultural formations emerge and old ones get reshaped, and there are indications of 
this in the research I presented in the previous sections.  
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 Let‟s take „new cultural formations‟ and language crossing first. As I‟ve said, the politics 
of race was very heated at the time of my research, and even though Creole had a great deal 
of youth cultural prestige among black, white and Asian youth, non-Caribbean youngsters 
were vulnerable to accusations of mockery and stealing if they were too free and easy in their 
use of it.  So most of them avoided it in contexts that were more highly defined as artful 
performance.  But this didn‟t completely stop white and Asian youngsters using Creole 
speech forms, because there was a much safer environment in low-key interaction rituals – 
far from showing off or looking for applause or appreciation, in interaction ritual crossing 
could be passed off as just an urgent and necessary response to the demands of the moment, 
expressing the speaker‟s commitment to preserving the interests of the present company or 
the main activity.12  In this context, Creole crossing really flourished, and this indexed really 
quite a major shift in the ethno-political sensibilities of this generation.   

Turning to posh and Cockney and the reproduction of established cultural formations, 
there‟s the very general question of how a very traditional English semiotics of language and 
class takes root in a multi-ethnic migrant population – the classic explanation is „transmission 
from parent to child‟, but this obviously doesn‟t work if, for example, parents talk to children 
in Sylheti or another minority language.  Instead, it seems highly likely that in flagging up 
posh and Cockney at potentially tense micro-political moments, stylisation itself played a part 
in the production of traditional class awareness in migrant populations. 
 This in turn points to two more general issues, and I‟ll use a couple of slogans to 
represent them. 

First, in the everyday contexts of fairly low-key practical activity that I studied, “the 
poetic was political”, and youngsters used stylisation and speech-with-a-non-ordinary-design 
in efforts to change the balance between aspiration and constraint in the situations where they 
found themselves – in crossing, they aligned with other ethnicities in spite of the restrictions; 
in exaggerated posh or Cockney, they registered things like the tension between work and 
friendship. 

Second, if we‟re to understand ethnic, race and class processes, there‟s a “call for the 
small”, an urgent need to look closely at the details of everyday practice.  Traditionally both 
in social science and in public discourse, debates about race and ethnicity have tended to 
centre on conflict, discrimination, racism & anti-racism, equal opportunities etc, emphasizing 
struggle between clearly demarcated dominant and subordinated groups.  Against this, close 
sociolinguistic investigation of urban interaction helps get race and ethnicity into perspective, 
showing that they‟re significant but by no means all-encompassing processes, intricate yes 
but also much more ordinary and liveable than anything you‟d infer from the public debates.  
Turning to class, close analysis works the other way, not so much toning down headline 
representations as pointing up processes and alignments that are generally either ignored or 
assumed to be white.  So in the research I‟ve reported, posh and Cockney got stylized by kids 
with a range of different ethnic backgrounds, and the plurality of ways and situations in 
which they did so shows just how far and deep class hegemony reaches.   
 In fact overall, contemporary conditions of superdiversity present a considerable 
challenge for social and ethnic classification and for the „big battalions‟ analysis that these 
classifications have traditionally supported.13  This challenge has pushed a range of social 
scientists to turn their attention to informal processes, looking to local „conviviality‟ and low-
key „civility‟ for new principles of social order.14  Unfortunately in the UK at least, most 
researchers lack the skills required for an analysis of „civil‟ and „convivial‟ practice.  British 
sociology, for example, generally looks to explicit claims and articulated propositions for its 

                                                      
12 See Rampton 2009 for detailed elaboration. 
13 Vertovec 2007 
14 Gilroy 2006; Vertovec 2007; Wetherell (to appear) 
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evidence, and it relies very heavily on interviews and survey questionnaires.15  But the 
message from research like mine is angles and instruments like those won‟t get you very far 
if you‟re interested in everyday convivialities.  Routine convivialities are allusive and 
indirect, low-key poetic, grounded in activity and background understanding, and to access 
them, you need an ethnographic linguistics tuned to the proto-aesthetic.   
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