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Abstract 

It is well known that traditional dialectology prioritised the analysis of rural, working class males’ 
speech on the basis that it better reflected older forms of the language. The advent of variationist 
sociolinguistics led to more inclusive datasets that analysed a more diverse range of speakers. 
However, the fetishisation of the working class male – especially in rural or insular communities (Britain 
2017) – continues. In this paper I argue that this is because of the language features we choose to 
study and the place-based social meanings we attribute to them. 

This talk draws on data from a sociolinguistic study of the Isles of Scilly, a group of islands situated 28 
miles off the south-west British mainland. My previous research on the islands (Moore & Carter 2015; 
2017; 2018) analysed variations in vowel pronunciation (in the TRAP/BATH and MOUTH/PRICE lexical 
sets) to suggest that there are two competing personas on the islands: the Educated Scillonian and the 
Knowledgeable Local. Falling for the traditional trope of rural life, I associated these personas with 
prototypically male social and linguistic practices. 

The choice of variables I studied was determined by previous research on the south-west of England 
and on other insular communities. However, in this paper, I build on work by Maegaard (2019) to ask: 
how might we view rural and insular communities differently if we pay more attention to a broader 
range of linguistic practices, rather than just focusing on the variants associated with traditional 
dialects? In particular, I argue that what makes language socially meaningful is not just how distinctive 
a variant is from the standard variety, but how marked a linguistic variant is in certain interactions. 
Starting with ‘markedness’ (a concept drawn from pragmatics (Horn 1984: 22; Davis & Potts 2010; 
Acton 2021) forces the sociolinguist to focus on the interactional significance of variable language use, 
rather than reproducing the sociolinguistic stereotypes of rural life. Building on these ideas, I’ll propose 
a mode of analysis that places women back into the centre of narratives about language variation on 
the Isles of Scilly. 

References 

Acton, Eric. 2021. Pragmatics and the third wave: The social meaning of definites. In Lauren Hall-Lew, 
Emma Moore & Robert J. Podesva (eds.), Social Meaning and Linguistic Variation: Theorizing the Third 
Wave, 105–126. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Britain, David. 2017. Which Way to Look?: Perspectives on ‘Urban’ and ‘Rural’ in Dialectology. In Chris 
Montgomery & Emma Moore (eds.), Language and a Sense of Place: Studies in Language and Region, 
171–188. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316162477.010. 

Davis, Christopher & Christopher Potts. 2010. Affective Demonstratives and the Division of Pragmatic 
Labor. In Logic, Language and Meaning, 42–52. Springer, Berlin, 
Heidelberg. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-14287-1_5. 

Horn, Laurence R. 1984. Toward a new taxonomy for pragmatic inference: Q-based and R-based 
implicature. In Deborah Schiffrin (ed.), Meaning, Form, and Use in Context: Linguistic Applications, 3–
28. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316162477.010
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-14287-1_5


Maegaard, Marie. 2019. Introduction: Standardization as Sociolinguistic Change. In Marie Maegaard, 
Malene Monka, Kristine Køhler Mortensen & Andreas Candefors Stæhr (eds.), Standardization As 
Sociolinguistic Change: A Transversal Study of Three Traditional Dialect Areas, 9–35. Milton: Taylor & 
Francis Group. 

Moore, Emma & Paul Carter. 2015. Dialect contact and distinctiveness: The social meaning of language 
variation in an island community. Journal of Sociolinguistics 19(1). 3–36. 

Moore, Emma & Paul Carter. 2017. ‘The land steward wouldn’t have a woman farmer': The interaction 
between language, life trajectory and gender in an island community. In Chris Montgomery & Emma 
Moore (eds.), Language and a Sense of Place, 258–280. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Moore, Emma & Paul Carter. 2018. Natural phonetic tendencies and social meaning: Exploring the 
allophonic raising split of PRICE and MOUTH on the Isles of Scilly. Language Variation and Change 30(3). 
337–360. 


