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1.

Introduction

In the second half of the 20th century a new
course for the study of language change was
charted by sociolinguistics, chief among them
William Labov (b. 1927). The sociolinguistic
approach to language change accepts many
of the assumptions and theories of traditional
historical linguistics. However, the two approaches differ fundamentally in terms of
their understanding of linguistic variation.
“Variation”, as it will be used here, includes
differential usage both across and within individual speakers of a language. Thus, it encompasses differences of dialect as well as of
register or style.

Traditional historical linguists along with
most linguists involved in the synchronic
study of language operate under what Chambers (1995: 12) has labeled the axiom of categoricity: “the simplifying assumption that
data for linguistic analysis must be regularized to eliminate real-world variability”. At
the heart of this assumption lies the belief
that the language system is fundamentally
homogenous, a notion captured by Saussure’s ‘langue’ and Chomsky’s ‘competence’
or ‘I-language’. Sociolinguistics reject this
view and maintain instead that variation is
an essential component of any language system.
In their seminal 1968 paper, Weinreich,
Labov and Herzog highlighted the centrality
of variation to linguistic study (p. 101):
“The key to a rational conception of language
change” indeed, of language itself “is the possibility of describing orderly differentation in a language serving a community. We will argue that nativelike command of heterogenous structures is not

