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In the first half of the twentieth century, when linguistics was categorfeally
declared an essentially deseriptive discipline, the status of linguistic preserip-
tivism began to be continually questioned. Since then the dichotomy of the
descriptive and the prescriptive in linguisties Eas given rise to a heated contro-
versy. Preseriptivism has often boen considered ‘unscientiic’ as its commands
{and net statements) have been understood to result from prejudice and
individual fancy and take the form of linguistic prescriptions (and not desecrip-
tions).

Today, after a period in which the descriptive dominated, prescriptivism
gecems to be recovering its significance. This is partly due to the improvement
of its analytical tools, The reappraisal of the prescriptive attitude to language
has also been caused by the developments in descriptive linguistics. The shift
from the study of language as an isolated system to the study of language in
its gocial confext has made the problems of preseriptivism suddenly more
relevant to linguistic rescarch {and vice versa).

In the present atticle we attempt to reassess linguistie prescriptivism from
the positions of sociolinguistics. Our point of departure is the tentative claim
that insights from sociolinguistics are of crucial importance to any linguist
representing the prescriptive outlook on language study. We believe that the
sociolingnist’s and the preseriptivist’s views are not incompatible and we will
try to show how a reconciliation between them may be worked out.

Confrontation

Throughout the history of linguistics up to the twenticth century preserip-
tivism had been the underlying idea behind the study of language. The rise of
preseriptivism should probably be related to certain features of language itself.
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It is perhaps important to reslize that each time cortain meaning is to be expres-
sed, language provides a number of alternative ways to do it. This kind of
redundancy characteristic of language is the main premise of the existence
of linguistic prescriptions. The idca of the prescriptive approach to language
rests on the asswnption that out of many alternative forms — which ate
claimed to be liable to evaluation and judgement — only one is ﬁpprupriﬂte
to be selected and used, while all the others should be condemned as ‘incor-
rect’ or ‘corrupted’. The necessity to choose the right solution calls for an
authority which would guarantec the proper judgement of lingunistic forms.

In view of the considerable amount of diversity manifested by language
use, prescriptivists set out to regulate language by settling disputed points
of usage. Advocating the use of a more or less uniform linguistic code (i.e.
reducing variation to a minimum) they hope to optimalize communication
m a natural language. The perfection of social communication, understood
as the speaker’s ability to put his thoughts into linguistic form in the most
adequate way, is the principal aim of prescriptive linguistics. '

The major criticism of the preseriptive approach to language derives from
the position defined by what might be considered the axiom of contemporary
linguistics: the true aim of linguistics is exploration in the facts and description
of language (whatever its essence is conceived to be). The normative approach
13 based on the assumption that linguistic facts may be objectively evaluated.
From the point of view of descriptive linguistics, the procedure of making
value judgements over linguistic forms has no place in any academic inquiry
into language. That is why most descriptive linguists discard prescripivism
as unscholarly; 1t substitutes — they claim — unscicntific (i.e. subjective,
ituitive, arbitrary, prejudiced) values, preseriptions, commands for scientific
facts, descriptions, statements.

Of course, it would be unfair to accuse preseriptivists that they base the
decisions as to which form iz acceptable and which is not on their personal
preferences, on guesswork or prejudice. For eenturics they have been sceking
to devise a seb of eriteria which would provide for objectivity of the evaluation.
In general, however, thesc critoria have been justly criticized by descriptivists
as none of them proved an efficicnt tool in assessing linguistic forms.!

The developments in the twentieth century linguistics have placed lin
guistic prescriptivism outside the field of interest of most linguists. The modern
view of language change is one of the most important factors that have made
the prescriptive attitude almost redundant; once linguistic change ceased to
be perceived as constant degeneration and debasement of language, it seemed
no longer necessary to safeguard and propagate the ‘pure’ and the ‘clegant’

I For a discussion as well ag eriticism of standards of correctnoss see: J espersen 1925,
Pooley 1946, Hubbell 1857, Haugen 1966, Greenbaum 1975, Rubin (ed.) 1977.
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in language. Another reason why the majority of the early twentieth century
lingnists treated questions of correctness as immaterial was simply that they
were preoccupied mainly with the system of language abstracted from its
actual realization in a speech community.?

Sociolinguisties has provided a new perspective to the study of language,
It does not dismiss differences in usage as irrelevant because for the sociolingnist
they are crucial points of interest. In the belief that “in order to understand
the nature of language it is necessary to start from considerations of its use”
(Halliday 1978: 52), sociolinguists ohserve language as it is actually used in
everyday communicative situations. What emerges in the course of the obser-
vation is linguistic diversity resulting from the fact that “means of speech
are what their users make of them’ (Hymes 1974: 204), The very diversity is
made the core of sociolinguistic research. |

The ways in which the sociolinguist and the prescriptive linguist approach
language seem t0 converge considerably. Both are concerned with language
as social behaviour of a non-ideal speaker observable in a heterogeneous speech
community. Aware of the fact that “it iz common for a language to have many
atbernate ways of saying the same thing?” (Labov 1972: 188), both take special
interest in the linguistic options at the speaker’s disposal, yet each considers a
different. aspect of the matter and for a different reason. The sociolinguist
deals with what speakers do with the options; he describes their choices and
attcmpts to find out what conditions their language decisions. The prescrip-
tivist, on the other hand, subjects differing linguistic forms to evaluation and
formulates linguistic preeepts to be followed by speakers.

Sociolinguists take issue with this very procedure. Two alternative lan-
guage forms — they argue — constitute two linguistic facts. The only thing
the linguist does is describe and record them; under no circumstances would he
exercise any judgement over them for he neither has tools for making such
judgements nor ig it his aim fo make them. Nevertheless, evaluation of lin-
guistic forms does tuke place. It results in normative precepts issucd by
prescriptivists but also in people’s subjective reactions to the specch of others
as well as the assessments of their own language. This is how sociolinguistics
explains the origin of these evaluative attitudes. People exploit the resources
of language in different ways. The pattern of the exploitation is precisely what
the soctolingnist wants to discover — the social distribution of linguistic items.
The regularities manifested by this distribution indicate that what makes two
words (pronunciations, constructions, ete.) different are, among other things,

* This approach may be illustrated by the quotation from de Saussure: “the true
and unique ohject of linguistics is language studied in and for itself”. (Sauassure 1816
232), As for later times, probleis of divided usage never bothered transformational-ge-
nerative linguiste; for the purpose of their research, they conceived of & speech community
as homogenous and & speaker as an ideal user of his language.
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the social values attached o them in the process of social interaction by means

of language. Thus, one form is preferred to ancther for reasons of social prestige
and not because of some intrinsic ‘wrongness’ of the lutter form,

Apart from being grossly different, in some sense sociolinguistics and
linguistic prescriptivism scem fo run counter to each other. Namely, the
normative approach is aimed against language diversity which is precisely the
main concern of sociolinguistics. Quite often, diversity is blamed for faulty
communication and is, therefore, designed to be reduced $o a minimum.
{cf. Haugen 1962; Rubin 1977). We will consider in the latter part of the paper
why the sociolinguist deems this approach untenahble, |

There is yet another aspect of prescriptivism that has received severe
criticism from sociolinguists. The normative tradition is accused of producing
social attitudes which eause linguistic insecurity and bring psychological
harm to these speakers, or groups of speakers, whose speceh is officially decla-
red to be inappropriate, deficient or even illogical. Labov (1969) has protested
against the verbal deprivation theory, the conclusions of which may be dama-
ging for the linguistic consciousness of underprivileged social groups. He con-
siders it intolerable that black children should suffer the effects of the theory
which classifies them ags incapable if logical thinking or even mentally retarded
only because they use a non-standard language variety. Similar objections
have been levelled at Bernstein’s theory of ‘restricted’ and ‘elaborated’ eodes.
(Bernstein 1971).

It seems thut the theory of verbal deficiency of non-standard speakers,
though constructed by lingnists, has its roots somewhere in the contentions
of preseriptivism. The stigmatization of non-standard language varieties
arises in the process of negutive social values associated with certain speakers
being aseribed to the language these speakers use. The sociolinguist puts the
blame for such confusion on the mistaken assumptions and the propaganda
of prescriptivism. Can such grave accusations be rebutted?

Heconciliation
1. The Sociolinguist and the Social Demand for Linguistic Prescriptions

Because of serious flaws in the theoretical fohdation of language prescrip-
tion? (notably the misconception of the notion of value in langunage as well
a8 the lack of agreement as to the criteria of correctness), prescriptivism has
nect been able to tackle its tasks efficiently. It has rightly been criticized for
s conceptual failures and blamed for deepening the linguistic insecurity of

® We mean ‘the theoretical foundation of language proseription’ {as opposed to the
practice of the actual propagation of the prescribed forms) to comprise the major pre-
Imises, assumptions and aims of prescriptivism as well as a set of criteria used to fix
standards of correctness,
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some speakers by means of unfounded arguments. However, in spite of the
criticism, every linguist must agree that it is not reasonable to renounce
prescriptivism altogether. Admittedly, the need for normative pronounce-
ments is evidently real in any speech community and no linguist would refuse
to recognize the social utility of prescriptive linguistics.

The speaker who wants to express himself in language faces a multiplicity
of solutions from which he has to choose the kind of linguistic policy which
best serves his intentions. Confronted with such choice, he often suffers from
what is called by Haugen (1962) ‘schizoglossia’ — a confliet which arises in
the speaker who has at his disposal more than one way of linguistic expression
and is uncertain as to which form he ought to use. Such a speaker needs the
assistance of prescriptive linguists. School teachers or handbook and dictionary
authors are confronted with a constant demand for authoritative pronounce-
ments on language; they look for criteria on which to base their sclection of
variants. Recently created states need guidance in the establishment of natio-
nal standard languages. On the other hand, already established standards
call for tle elaboration and refinement of their capacities (e.g. new termino-
logy). Finally, published material needs to be printed according to a nniform
orthographic system. All these various requirements create an extensive social
demand for the agscssment of value in language and promotion of the preferred
forms. 1t is for prescripbive linguists to satisfy this persistent demand.

Descriptive linguists have long been treating issues of language corrcetness
as not pertaining to their research. Therclore, thoy have often been accused
of promoting extravagant and undesirable permissivencss in language use.
In most cases these accusations are unfounded — the linguists are far from
stating that the social value of all linguistic forms is the same and thus every-
thing that the speaker utters is correct and acceptable under any social
circumstances. It is simply that many linguists are not at all interested in
what is socially aceeptable in language.

Due to the change in the approach to language (brought about with the
rige of sociulinguiatica) the position of the linguist in relation to ‘correct’ and
‘incorrect’ speech needs to be redefined. It 13 no longer possible for the lin-
guist to pass over socially stigmatized forms declaring them to be as good as
others. *"I'he scientific position i3 to recognize that the problem exists, that it
necds research and study in terms of social goals and that mere toleration
is not really a remedy”. (Haugen 1962: 154).

2. The Sociolinguist and the Diversity-Uniformaty T'ssue
Presumably, sociolinguistics, with its preoccupation with language as a

means of social communication, provides the most appropriate theoretical
basis (i.e. descriptive and explanatory material) for the presecriptive linguist
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t0 lean on. However, in those points where sociolinguistics and the normutive
approach are contradictory, there are substantial doubts to be resolved before
the findings of the former could be applied for the purposes of the latter.
The attitude towards diversity in language is eertuinly one of the issues: while
the saciolingnist makes it the focus of inquiry, the normativist sets out to
ach againgt it.

The main argument of preseriptivism against variation in language is that
it hampers communication and may even prevent intelligibility (ef. Rubin
1977). As the goal of lingnistic preseription is to optimalize communication,
the preseriptivist would obviously try to remove diversity as undoesirable and
harmful. The sociolinguizt, on the other hand, is far from disqualitying diver-
pity.? Sociolinguigtic descriptions and explanations indicate that it is not
possible to get rid of variation in language because it results from — and
reflects — all kinds of social and geographical differcnces between speakers
and whole speech communities. Obviously, these differences are essential
attributes of every human society and are unlikely to become eradicated by
any action. Variation is also perpetuated by differential social attitudes to
language,

From the study of language and social life (at its present stage) the socio-
linguist may coneclude that variation is detcrmined by factors beyond any
control and any attempt to eliminate it inevitable ends in failure.® By this
claim he could cxplicitly condemn prescriptivists for aiming fo climinate
language variation, were this really their aim; however it is not. Most prescrip-
tivists only want to shape variation by influencing the course of language
development from which it derives. Therefore, they are not so much interested
in the amount of diversity present as in questions of what kind of diversity is
permissible for eommunication to be unimpeded. Deliberate control of the
ways people use their language is the main task of prescriptivism. The ques-
tion now arises how the sociolinguist may find the task justifiable and sensible
enough to contribute to its execution.

4 Labov, for examplo, rcjects the view that “the unchanging, homogenous speech
community .., iz the ideal towards which we should he striving, and that any degree
of heterogeneity subtracts from our communicative powers.” (Labov 1972: 274). He is
rather of tho opinien that “the development of linguistic differences has positive value
in human cultural evelution,” {(Labov 1972; 324),

¢ Certainly, there sre not only centrifugal but also centripetsl tendencies in language.
Therefore, the fear thet constant and uncontrolled development of language will even-
tually result in complete incomprehensibility is much exaggerated. The need for com-
munication will always force people to keep their language reasonably uniform, (Hall
1 960).
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3. The Sociolinguist and Lungunge Errors

Certainly, the sociolinguist would acknowledge that mutual intclligiblity
is the necessary condition for an act of communication to take place. Different
linguistic variants meet the requirement of intelligibility in different ways,
depending on the particular social context in which they are applied; in some
cases variation may be responsible for partial, or even complete, incompre-
hensibility. In these cascs the reduction of variation secms to be the only
remedy which could help retain reciprocal understanding. The sociolingunist
would accept such corrective schemes which are clearly designed to guarantee
optimum understanding between interlocutors, | :

In order to explain in what sense and why sociolinguistics could justify
the normative action against diversification in language, we propose to con-
trast two aspects of language correction, each referring to a different kind of
mistake. ‘Incorrect’ linguistic constructions may be divided into two fypes
on the basis of the eriterion of intelligibility: fid

A. these that essentially are understood as the speaker intends but are
deemed incorrect because they bear unfavourable social connctations; e.g.
English ‘7 gin’t got no money’ or Polish ‘My byli. na wezasach’, |

B. these that are condemned because they cause misunderstanding or
imprecision so that they either prevent or considerably impede intelligibility;
instances of such erroneous constructions are:

— tautology |

— pleonasm

— mixed mitaphor

— faulty use of words of foreign origin .

— lack of differentintion between words whose meanings differ only slight-

ly.
The ‘mistakes’ of type A, though stigmatized by some social groups, do not
bring any serious disturbances into the process of communication. They have
little, if any, bearing on the precision and elarity of the information being
transmitted. The errors of type B, on the other hand, produce perplexity
and lead to misinterpretation of the speuker’s intentions.®

The sociolinguist, when involved in the problems of language normaliza-
tion and cultivation, would justify the correction of type B errors only. He
would admit that the aim of the preseriptive cultivation approach to obtain
harmony between thought and linguistic forms used 5 transmit it is hardly

¢ Tn meny cases the borderline between the two types of errors is hardly perceptible,
For instance, & non-standard form may belong to both type A and type B, depending
on whether its meaning is known in the eommunity which uses the stanlard variety.
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questionable. The errors that disturb this harmony and deform the speaker’s
intention must be eradicated, even at the expense of variation. In this single
pursuit the sociolinguist would support prescriptive linguists, whatever the
aims of his own research.

Type 4 constructions, on the other hand, being no hindrance to intelli-
gibility, are likely to persizst because there iz no strong reason for speakers to
abandon them. The attempt to cradicate them is thus neither justifiable nor
feasible. The condemnation Df these forms by linguists means that they ae-
knowledge and support the social stigmatization of nen-standard forms for only
social reasons and no others. By labelling non-standard linguistic items as
‘incorrect’, prescriptivists follow subjective social attitudes to langunage and
use their academic authority to perpetuate and institutionalize social prejudice
against bthe underprivileged. Sociolinguists will definitely never subscribe to
such practicse. -

4. The Sociolinguist and the Norm

In view of the eritictsmm that sociolinguistics has brought against the
prescriptive approach to language, the notion of the norm, the main construct
of prescriptive methodology, should be reformulated. There is no agreement
among prescriptive linguists about correctress in language. Numerous disputes
as to what eriterion should be given priority over others have never rcached
any conclusion. Perhaps the only answer to this problem is that the norm is
in no sense absolute. Therefore, for the norm to promote only uniformity is
just as undesirable as to allow for unlimited diversity. As Haugen has obser-
ved, “language does not merely serve as a means of cogperation but also as g
means of individual expression. The first leads to uniformity of code, the
second to diversity. The actual result has to be some kind of balance between
the two”. (Haugen 1966: 171). Thus, the norm should be flexible enough to
account for the two needs of the speaker {i.c. linguistid cooperation as well
as individual expression) und provide both for uniformity and diversity in
language. The norm can only satisfy this condition when its ercators have
access to extensive information about a speech community: the extent of
diversity there is, the speakers’ attitudes to variant forms, the points where
communication is impeded or precluded.

The primary concern of normative linguists should be to ereate a set of
linguistic models based on a more valid foundation than just individual
preference or soecial prejudice. Apart from the detailed sociolinguistic descrip-
tion of available langvuage data, this foundation should include a criterion
that would fix the standard of correctness. From the point of view of socio-
linguistics, the criterion of usage is the most appropriate and valid becguse
it is the leust arbitrary and the closest to social reality, Besides, ib naturally
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dominates all other possible criteria which, without its sanction, are not
valid. (Social acceptance, manifested in usage, is indispensable for any norma-
tive precept to have meaning.) It is, however, questionable whether this eri-
terion really provides authoritative answers to problems of language choice
in society. The question of whose usage is the highest authority still awaits
resolution.

Since the social acceptance of the norm is never likely to be uniform (be-
cavse of differing social values), relativity must be made one of the major
characteristics of the ncrm. Correctness is always relative to some variety of
language considered standard. Thus, for instance, dialectal forms are ‘incor-
rect’ within the standard varicty. Similarly, however, standard expressions
may be considered inappropriate when used in a regional dialect.

Though the prospect of achieving the satisfactory formulation of the norm
secems rather distant, sociolinguistics certainly gives several useful hints to
the norm makers.

Firstly, it provides evidence that the legislation of the norm is only one of the
factors shaping the standard. Certain usages, however, even if contrary to
the norm, will remain as established by the majority of speakers, no matter how
great the condemnation which $hey may receive from preseriptive grammarians.
Secondly, normalization is not likely to succced if it means "uniformation”
because diversity is as inherent (and indispensable) in language as iﬁ_ uni-
Tormity. '

Thirdly, before he can preparc the norm, the normative linguist has to test
social attitudes and reactions to language carefully in crder to find out what
is socially aceepted and what is likely to become accepted. This information
also shows how quickly the attitudes change and proves that the updating of
the normative pronouncemenits is crucial.

Fourthly, according to sociolinguistics, different language forms (vdrletles}
should be viewed as linguistically equivalent; they are ‘better” or “worse’
only in the social sense. Thus, to accept legislation on language automatically
means o agree to legislation on preferable social values.

5. The Sociolinguist and Language Evalucaiion

Having illustrated the relevance of sociolinguistics to linguistic preserip-
$ivism, we are still left with the question of whether the sociolinguist should
directly involve himself in language ¢valuation. The negative answer to the-
question would imply that he may only provide knowledge necessary for the -
establishment of Iinguistic precepts. The sociolinguist himself, however, does,
not take part in the actual decision-making and its practical implementation,

The other possibility, which answers the above question positively, as-
sumes “‘the potential role of the linguist in codifying norms and giving them the
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sanction of authority.” (Haugen 1966 :159). According to this vicwpoint,
the sociolinguist is entitled — or even obliged — to muke value judgements of
language, using his lingnistic knowledse to confirm their validity. In this
case he adopbs “a pesition of ‘enlightened prescriptivism’ based on evidence
from empirical observation.” (Bell 1976 : 227). He is a reprozsentative of what
could perhaps be given the label of “applied (i.e. prescriptive) sociolinguistics’
— a discipline in which knowledge about the soeial aspect of language use
1s applied to devising specifie linguistic policies to be enacted in a speech
community in vrder to obtain optimum efficiency of linguistic expression.

It is debatable which of the two positions of the sociolinguist is better
Justified from the points of view of both the sociolivguist and the preserip-
bivist. What ought to be confronted here are the specific prescriptive linguistic
tasks on the one hand, and the present state of suciolinguistic research on the
.other. Is sociolinguistics able to cope with the problems of efficiency in language
use (whatever is meant by ‘efficiency’) and to satisfy the demand of society
in this respect? In this matter we are inclined o share the opinion of Jernudd
who expressed his scepticism in the following way: .

Even if we assume that there arc better and worse languages, and that lingunists
ghould seek a more efficient state of language — do we know enough to develop
eriteria thaet can tell us what cfficient language is? We know very little about thae
strueture and use of language; and wo know very little about peoplc’s thoughts,
likes and dislikes, about language, The conflict between a linguistieally -hased
‘ideal’ language planning and an crapirically -based problems-of- specch-comrpunities
language planning demonstrates that a linguit’s view of language and his vision of
beauty of language constitute but one aspeet of socinl and linguistic reality: people
do indecd have different opinions about their own and othors’ language. {Jornudd
1973 as quoted by Grucza 1983: 443).

Whether sociolinguistic knowledge is abundant and acourate enough to
constitute the basis for making preseriptive decisions is one problem, Another
18 whether it is sufficient for prescriptive linguists to draw from sociolin guistics

-only. It scems that, at least for those involved in language planning, it is

not. According to Haugen (1966}, preparing largnage policies for whole
societies requires not only information from linguistics but also insights from
politieal science, anthropolegy, sociolegy and psychology as well as contri-
butions of aestheticians and philosophers. It is also questionable whether

represeritatives of the cultivation approach to language” could rely on insights

? The terms used above, language planning and language cultivation, refor to two
kinds of normative activity. The first, operating on & macro-seale, concerns such problemns
a8 the sclection of a naticnal standard, its codificution and propagation; provision of now

‘terminology or orthography. The other, planncd on a miero-seals, relates to deliberate

-eultivation of a language which aims at refinement snd elakoration of mesns of speech.

{ef. policy approach and cultivation apposch — Nostupny 1968).
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from sociolinguisties alone. In many cases of linguistic forms .WhDSB G{}I‘]-f‘{?:.cﬁ
ness or appropriatencss is problematie, soeiolinguisties is not in .the +pu.=;11}mn
to provide proper solutions (for instance, how c-m.dd the suemll‘n.gulst solve
the problem of multiple negation ?). Therefore, of ic two ‘pDEItIU{IS ?f the
sociolinguist sugeested at the beginning of this section the former is. in our
opinion, mote reasonable,

Conclusion

In the above discussion we have aticmpted to redefine the linguist’s
attitude to preseriptivism. We have cxpressed the opinion that'the linguist,
especially the sociolinguist, can hardly ignore problems dealt Wltl:l .b},r NOTIN-
ative linguists becsuse these problems derive from the complexities of the
social use of language, i.e. directly from the sociolinguist’'s major field of
interest, : '

A close examination of prescriptivism reveals considerable flaws in its
assumptions. In some cases sociolinguistics proves necessary to Lemeve these
inadequacies. Insights from sociolinguistics enable the preseriptivist to Te-
alize what lies behind the evaluative judgements of linguistic forms and socio-
linguistic descriptions help him make the judgements more adequate. In fact,
he cannot work without making reference to sociolinguistic knowledge.

After considering the possible adoption of the preseriptive position by tlhe
sociolinguist, we reject the notion of ‘prescriptive socielinguisties” and with
it the idea of sociolinguistics as the suitable frame within which emltempoitu
ary preseriptivism should funetion. Our deeision is mctivated by f:he .ﬁtl.ll
limited capability of sociolinguistics $o provide seciety with rea,dy. lmggmtlc
prescriptions. Besides, we have poirt:d to problems which indicate that
sociolinguistics and the preseriptive astt'tude are in some respects contra-
dictory. o +

In general, though sociobinguistics will nct provide the prescriptive lin-
guist with solutions to his problems, undoubtedly, he will benelit a lot from
studying the discipiine.
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