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Theory and practise in English historical sociolinguistics

Terttu Nevalainen, University of Helsinki

Sociolinguistics was introduced into English historical linguistics in the early 1980s. The
foundations for the new field of research were laid by Suzanne Romaine, who in her Socio-
historical linguistics (1982) applied sociolinguistic techniques to the study of relativization in mid-
sixteenth century Scots. In Romaine’s study, stylistic stratification emerged as a major factor in
language maintenance and shift. In the 1990s, historical sociolinguists’ research agenda diversified
to comprise a wide range of issues including social and regional embedding in linguistic variation
and change. Connecting linguistic and external variation, English historical sociolinguistics now
works in tandem with historical dialectology, and extends into socio-pragmatics (Nevalainen &
Raumolin-Brunberg 2003, Nevala 2004) .

Historical sociolinguistics is an interdisciplinary field of study that uses corpus-linguistic
methods. It stands at the intersection of modern sociolinguistics and social history, on the one
hand, and historical linguistics and philology, on the other. One of the challenges to many of
us working in this field is to account for long-term processes of linguistic change in their social
context, with the aim of producing baseline data of different kinds of changes in progress. This
baseline information is also invaluable for other fields of enquiry, ranging from the appreciation of
literary texts and idiolects to theoretical approaches of linguistic change.
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(1) a.Itis I  she loves.
b. It’s me she loves.
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(2) This one here is me/*I at the age of 12.
KD X 9 7 “violin-sonata paradox” 72 % b DL, fFET LD ?

(3) a. [Which violin] is this sonata easy to play on ?
b. *[Which sonata] is this violin easy to play on ?
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(4) a. This problem is too difficult to solve/*solve it.
b. This problem is too difficult for me to solve/solve it.
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