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A B S T R AC T

The causation of language change is a problem with a high profile in sociolinguistics.
This paper presents two contrasting models of language change: one that is based on
sociopsychological factors (Kristiansen & Jørgensen, 2005) and one that rejects them
(the Napoleon Principle, Brink & Lund, 1979). In a longitudinal study of individuals’
changing pronunciation of the Danish aj-diphthong over 20 years, we test predictions
following from the sociopsychologically oriented model. By the mid-1980s, female
speakers used more aj-pronunciations that are associated with high socioeconomic
status than did male speakers. However, in guise tests, females revealed a more
positive attitude toward speech associated with low socioeconomic status. Our
prediction that female speakers would change their speech patterns to include more
aj-pronunciations associated with low socioeconomic status is supported by an
analysis of the same female speakers’ pronunciations as recorded in the mid-2000s.

A basic sociolinguistic problem concerns the possible causal relationship between
social factors, and language variation and change. Classical sociolinguistic studies
(e.g., Labov, 1966; Milroy, 1980; Trudgill, 1974) analyze language variation as
reflecting differences in social structure: for instance, speakers of low social
status show different linguistic behaviors from speakers of high social status.
Such studies have been criticized for an unsophisticated and atheoretical view of
social structures (Williams, 1992). Recently, sociolinguistics has indeed
undertaken theoretical discussions of the issue (for instance, Coupland, Sarangi,
& Candlin, 2001; see also Hudson, 1996). Rampton (2001) describe classical
sociolinguistic perspectives on the relationship between social structures and
language variation as either a “difference” view or a “dominance” view, both of
which think of language variation as a reflection of social variation. An
alternative perspective is the “discourse” view, which, to a greater extent, sees
language variation as the speakers’ means of negotiating identities and social
relations. In other words, the discourse view also includes the view that social
differences can be reflections of language variation.

Furthermore, language variation is closely related to language change, and the
question of cause and effect is largely the same. Language change involves two
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aspects, one of which is the emergence of new features in language, for example the
back-tongue r sound in Europe in the late 1600s. The other aspect is the spread of
new features once they have emerged in a speech community, such as the ongoing
spread of back-tongue r sounds throughout Europe, currently continuing in, for
instance, Norwegian (Torp, 2007). It has been suggested that the emergence of
new features must relate to a range of different factors, including inner-linguistic
structures, the physiology of the human speech organs, and social phenomena
(e.g., Aitchison, 2001). Similarly, it has been suggested that the spread of new
features is related to different factors, some of them the same as the factors
related to the emergence of new features. Both the emergence and the spread of
new features raise two (types of) questions.

M O D E L S O F L A N G UAG E C H A NG E

First, there is the “how” question. The spread of sound changes, as well as other
linguistic and cultural phenomena, at least in modern and late modern societies,
has regularly been found to follow s-curves (Bailey, 1973; Jørgensen &
Kristensen, 1995). The s-curve is an integrated part of our understanding of how
patterns of linguistic change spread (Aitchison, 2001:91ff; Hock & Joseph,
1996:150). The s-curve, however, describes only how a change spreads; that is,
it illustrates the process through mechanically quantifiable registrations of a new
feature being used by an increasing number of (different types of) speakers.
Discussion of the second question, namely, why new features become
increasingly used in a given speech community, possibly even spreading into
other communities, is a different matter. We see at least two types of
explanations: one formulated in the difference perspective, and one formulated
in the discourse perspective.

An example of the first type is the so-called Napoleon Principle (Brink & Lund,
1979:202), which describes the process involved in the spread of linguistic change
as a “simple contagion,” by which speakers gradually increase their use of the
features that are most frequently used around them. In a typical area of contact
between varieties, the users of one variety will be more numerous than all other
groups in the area one by one, without actually being an overall majority. The
features used by this group will prevail because they are the most frequently
used features in the actual contact situations, that is, in the prototypical
interaction between speakers in the area.

This is the Napoleon Principle: Always be sure to engage the opposition in a
place and at a time when you are in the majority, even when your enemies
combined outnumber you. Brink & Lund (1974:70) illustrate this principle with
the map shown in Figure 1, which depicts an urban center and its surroundings.
This model is an example of the difference view. Different populations speak as
they do because they belong to different groups (in casu geographically
determined). In surrounding areas, different varieties (dialects) may be spoken
by language users who, when combined, are more numerous than speakers of
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the variety in the urban center. However, in the area of contact, speakers of the
urban variety will almost always be in the majority, and therefore their urban
features will spread to speakers in the rest of the area “by simple contagion.”
According to this model, language change is an effect of social structuring. In
other words, it is a difference perspective model.

An example of the second type of explanation is presented by Kristiansen &
Jørgensen (2005), who suggest a model with a different explanation of the spread
of linguistic features. According to this model, the background of language change
is social-psychological. As members of a social species, human beings seek group
membership, and there is a constant social-psychological tendency to evaluate
“own-groups” positively in comparison with other groups. This is related to a
desire to stand out as a group, that is, to mark the own-group as different from
other groups. Speakers are aware of the values ascribed to specific features, and
regularly pay attention to them. Differences in feature use are signals of attitudes
and desired social membership(s). Speakers will tend to use features that signal
membership in groups that they value positively. According to this model,
changes are caused by the accumulation of such subjective choices. These choices
are thus motivated by social-psychological factors such as attitudes. Features that
signal membership in a high-prestige group will be chosen by an increasing
number of speakers, as long as the features are taken to be characteristic of this
group. Different groups may be associated with different kinds of prestige among

FIGURE 1. The Napoleon principle (after Brink & Lund, 1974:70).
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speakers. Therefore, the development of any one feature need not be unidirectional,
but may lead to different outcomes among different groups of speakers.

Kristiansen & Jørgensen (2005) suggest that subjective factors are the sine qua
non of language change, both with respect to the emergence and spread of new
features. Societal factors, language-structural factors, and such, “are necessary
factors in language variation and change, in the sense that they are always
involved. But it is our contention that only the sociopsychological, subjective
factors can constitute the driving force behind such processes” (p. 287).
Kristiansen & Jørgensen operationalize the subjective factors through attitudes,
insofar as they can be deduced from guise tests. This is, of course, not the only
relevant subjective factor that one can study.

Another factor is studied by Ferrer & Sankoff (2003). They suggest that the high
status of a group of speakers, with whom a specific way of speaking is associated, is
not the primary cause of a language change that leads to other speakers converging to
the high-status group. Instead, they suggest that the speakers’ feeling of identity, their
sense of being members of the group towhich a particular way of speaking is thought
to belong, determines the way they choose to speak. Ferrer & Sankoff found, using a
semimatched guise technique, that identity in this sense is a more important factor
behind language choice than the prestige of the varieties. Both Kristiansen &
Jørgensen (2005) and Ferrer & Sankoff (2003) see language behavior as a means
to negotiate social relations. In their views, language change is a social phenomenon.

Brink & Lund (1979) disagree. They discuss the emergence of new linguistic
features (in casu new phonetic features) and suggest that they emerge as a result
of children acquiring their mother tongue slightly different from the way it is
spoken by the older generation. The spread of new features in a speech
community is explained by the Napoleon Principle, and Brink & Lund conclude
precisely that “we must not forget that sound change is essentially a non-social
phenomenon” (1979:203).

These two stands can be considered the end points of a scale that also includes
such classical sociolinguistic studies as Labov’s (1972) explanation of sound
change (or perhaps more precisely, reversed sound change) on Martha’s Vineyard,
and Eckert’s (2000:219f) description of the sound changes represented among
students at Belten High, both of which are closer to the discourse-perspective end
of this scale. Other explanations of language change also belong here, such as an
explanation of Danish weakening of Scandinavian postvocalic stops during the
Middle Ages as a result of “the suppressed and downtrodden conditions of the
people, particularly the peasantry” (Petersen, 1829: our translation), or Jespersen’s
(1897–1899:423) explanation of the occurrence of back-tongue r as caused by
Europeans living increasingly more indoor lives.

P R E D I C T I N G L A N GU AG E C H A N G E

A consequence of the model proposed by Kristiansen & Jørgensen (2005) is that
predictions can be made regarding the spread of known features with known
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value ascriptions. The claim is that subjective factors, for instance attitudes that can
be measured as evaluations of speakers with specific pronunciations, cause
speakers to choose their own pronunciations in accordance with their
evaluations. Speakers choose among the variants at their disposal with an eye on
the prestige (or other positive values) associated with the variants. In this view,
language change will result from changing evaluations.

In other words, if we have insight into the existing variation among a given
group of speakers, and we know the attitudes toward the variants represented
among the speakers, we may determine whether there is a basis for change. This
is the case if the attitudes of the studied group do not match the behaviors
observed. In this case, we can predict a change, and we can predict the direction
of change. There is no way of predicting what new features (beside borrowings)
may arise in the speech of the group, but once new features are there, they are
subjected to evaluations, and consequently we can make predictions about
increases or decreases in the use of them. If we know the current attitudes
among (groups of) speakers, we may, according to this view, predict the spread
of changes among these speakers.

In the case of the variation in Danish as spoken in Næstved, we do have access to
attitudes as well as language use among the younger generation in the mid-1980s.
Jørgensen & Kristensen (1994) is a study of linguistic variation among young
speakers. There are two dimensions of variation. One is between local speech
and national standard speech, the other one between conservative and modern
national standard speech. Jørgensen & Kristensen found no significant
difference between male and female speakers with respect to the variation
between local and national forms, only with respect to variation between the
conservative and modern standards. Female speakers of the young generation at
that time used fewer modern standard variants and more conservative standard
variants than male speakers did. At the same time, differences in attitudes
among young speakers in the same locality were measured in guise tests by
Kristiansen (1991). The female speakers were found to have attitudes that are
more positive toward young standard national speech than those of male
speakers. In other words, the differences in attitudes did not match the
differences in practice.

Based on this, the Kristiansen & Jørgensen (2005) model predicts that young
female speakers will gradually become less conservative speakers, and that the
group may eventually develop a variation practice that is the opposite of the one
reported in the 1980s, namely that female speakers will use more modern
variants than male speakers will.

In the present study, the speakers who provided the spoken data for the
Jørgensen & Kristensen (1994) study were recorded once more in similar types
of situations, but now they are some 20 years older. This study is part of a
general project at the Center for Language Change in Real Time (Lanchart) to
collect data from the speakers who participated in sociolinguistic studies all over
Denmark in the 1970s and 1980s (i.e., the very same individuals, see Gregersen,
2009b). This enables us to study the behaviors of the same individuals with a
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20-year interval. Traditionally, language change is assumed to take place between
generations. A famous Bloomfield (1933:347) quote states, “The process of
linguistic change has never been observed; we shall see that such observation,
with our present facilities, is inconceivable.” Citing this, Peng (1976, 1979)
emphatically claims that language change is not only possible, but also likely in
individual speakers, at least until they are 35 years old, and therefore observable.
He suggests such changes can be traced “with the investigations of fairly large
samples in the same areas with the same method at an interval of hopefully 20
years” (Peng, 1979:236).

Against this background, we compare the attitudes expressed among young
Næstved speakers of Danish in the 1980s with the observed changes in language
use among a group of Næstved speakers between the mid-1980s and the mid-
2000s. The attitude study was carried out in the same community, though among
a different group of individuals than the language use studies, which included
the same individuals recorded in the 1980s as well as in the 2000s. In this
connection, we address two problems. First, we ask: Do individual speakers
change their pronunciation between teenage and adulthood? The second
question regards the motivation of change: Do speakers’ relatively positive
attitudes toward one of several available varieties lead to a change in their own
linguistic behaviors in the direction of the characteristics of the variety in
question? In other words, can we support or reject the Kristiansen & Jørgensen
model?

D ATA

The data forming the basis of the study we report on here include audio-recorded
conversations involving 24 informants from the Næstved area in Denmark. The
informants all participated in relatively formal individual interviews, as well as
informal group conversations. They were born 1969–1970, and in the mid-
1980s, they attended one of three different schools in Næstved. One was the
Næstved high school, a second was the Næstved technical school, and the third
was the Herlufsholm (boarding) high school. Stereotypically, high schools carry
more socioeconomic and intellectual clout and prestige than technical schools; in
particular, the Herlufsholm school, which is a more than 800-year-old
institution, is stereotypically associated with high status and prestige. The
informants consisted of 11 female and 13 male speakers. The first rounds of data
were collected 1986–1989, and in the following, we refer to these as the old
recordings. Each informant participated in both an interview and a group
conversation in each of the years 1986, 1987, and 1989, when the informants
were in the first, second, and third years of their educations.

During the interviews, informants were asked formal questions about their
name, address, class, parents’ education, and so on. Following this phase, the
conversation was freer. At the end of the interviews, the informants were asked
to read aloud a written text. During the group conversations, the informants wore
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buttonhole microphones while they played a board game (i.e., occasionally the
participants would read aloud from the game rules or from the board, so that the
group conversations also yielded reading forms). These group conversations
were set up to allow for maximally informal speech.

In 2007–2008, the 24 informants were audio-recorded again, both in an
interview and in a group conversation. We refer to this round of data as the new
recordings. The interviews were conducted in the same way as in the 1980s. In
the group conversation, the informants did not play board games, but talked
about the old days, so that the speech could be just as informal.

In the following section, we analyze the variation in the informants’ use of the
Danish aj-diphthongwith a particular emphasis on changes in the variation patterns
that we can observe among the speakers between the mid-1980s and the mid-
2000s.

A J I N D A N I S H

The aj-diphthong in Danish appears in many words spelled with -eg, -ej, -aj, and
pronouns with -ig (examples are steg ‘steak’; vej ‘way’; svaj ‘sway’;mig ‘me’). The
first part is an open, more or less low, front-tongue vowel, and the second part is a
high, front-tongue semivowel. The crucial variation lies in the vowel, which varies
in height between an [æ̙] and an [a ̙ ̙]. The vowel quality has varied considerably in
standard or near-standard spoken Danish over the past 150 years.

Brink & Lund (1975:97) is a historical study of the development of the national
Copenhagen-based standard from 1840 to 1955 (year of birth); it traces the
development of the aj-diphthong from 1816 onward. The Brink & Lund study
uses written sources to show that at the earliest point, the first element of the aj-
diphthong was an [a ̙] that was gradually raised and fronted among middle-class
speakers born later, so that [æ] was the only variant among middle-class people
born in the years up to 1920. From 1920, this development has been gradually
reversed, and most middle-class speakers born in the second half of the 1900s
use a variant between [a ̙] and [a ̙ ̙]. Throughout the period, speakers belonging to
the lower socioeconomic range have had only [a̙ ̙]. Variation involving the aj-
diphthong has also been studied by Holmberg (1991), Jørgensen (1980), and
Jørgensen & Kristensen (1994). In general, the picture given by Brink & Lund
(1975) was confirmed by Jørgensen (1980). Holmberg (1991) found very few
significant differences; however, this may have been an artifact of the study. The
Jørgensen & Kristensen study compared pronunciation across gender, school
type (high school and technical school), place (countryside vs. town), and social
class (three socioeconomic status groups). They found a significant difference
between the genders: female speakers had more [æ] pronunciations than the
male speakers did. There were no other significant differences between the groups.

It is difficult to get a comprehensive view of aj-variation, in part, because
different studies have applied different criteria in their analyses. First, the
number of possible aj-pronunciations varies between two and five. Unless the
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different categorizations share at least one carefully defined border between forms,
this will inevitably lead to different analyses of the same reality. If, for instance,
study X distinguishes among three as (aX1, aX2, and aX3), and study Y
distinguishes among four as (aY1, aY2, aY3, and aY4), the studies can only be
compared in detail if one border is exactly the same in the two studies (such as
the border between aX2 and aX3 being the same as the border between aY3 and
aY4). This seems precisely not to be the case, particularly in studies of
Copenhagen pronunciation (Gregersen, 2009a:23), and is likely to lie behind
some of the discrepancies between studies, as we have observed.

Nevertheless, some observations are generally shared. The [a̙] pronunciation is
more frequent overall, at least through the 1900s. Furthermore, the phonetically
higher variant [æ] is more frequent among high-socioeconomic-status speakers
than among low-socioeconomic-status speakers. The phonetically higher variant is
also more characteristic of female speech than of male speech. The phonetically
lower variants are the only ones observed in low-socioeconomic-status speech in
the Brink & Lund (1975) material. This leads to the conclusion that the
development from the phonetically lower variants toward the phonetically higher
variants, and back again, is an affair among relatively higher-socioeconomic-status
speakers. Holmberg’s results contradict this—however, he stands alone by finding
more phonetically low variants among middle-class speakers than among
working-class speakers. The other studies agree that lower-social-class speakers
use more phonetically low aj-diphthongs than others do. Jørgensen’s results
indicate that the phonetically high variant may not be on its way out as suggested
by Brink & Lund, at least not among H-speakers, but neither Holmberg (1991)
nor Jørgensen & Kristensen (1994) have anything to say about this point. Against
this background, it is not very surprising that the phonetically low variant is
evaluated negatively by middle-class speakers, even as an indication of disease
(for example, Phister-Andersen, 1977:85f), whereas the phonetically high variant
is considered “correct” and “nice.” The phonetically low variant is stereotypically
associated with working-class identity and values, and the phonetically high
variant with middle- (or upper-) class identity and values.

A N A LY S I S

We have analyzed our recordings, the 1986–1989 data, as well as the 2007–2008
data, and we have included at least 10 tokens of the aj-diphthong in each recording.
We have categorized these tokens in four degrees of raising of the first element, as
a1, a2, a3, and a4. The a1 is the highest and most fronted variant; a2 can be
described as [æ] and a3 as [a ̙]; and a4 is the lowest and most retracted variant.
While listening to the recordings, we registered when the occurrence happened
during reading. About one-third of the data have been analyzed by all three of
the authors, the rest by at least two of us, and in case of initial disagreement
between these two, also by the third of us. As it happened, we found no
occurrence of a1, so in the following we discuss only the variants a2, a3, and a4.
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We have cross-tabulated the results with background information about the
speakers’ gender, social class when young (i.e., parents’ social class), social class
as adults, residence when young (countryside or town), residence as adults (local
or away from Næstved), and school type. In this section, we present the more
general and the statistically significant results of our project. First, we look at
general use of the aj-variable in the old (1980s) and new (2000s) recordings.
Following this, we take a closer look at the gender-related differences to get a
more detailed picture of the real-time changes in our material, and we also study
the school-type–related differences as well as differences related to social class.
Finally, we study individual differences between the two sets of recordings. We
use the Pearson chi-square test when testing for statistical significance. Differences
are marked with * when p, .01. Differences marked with ** are significant with
p, .001, and differences marked with *** are significant with p, .0001.

C H A N G E I N R E A L T I M E

In Table 1, we give the total distribution of the a2, a3, and a4 variants in our old and
new data. In the old data, there are about twice as many occurrences of the aj-
variable as in the new data. This is because our old data include three times as
many interviews and group conversations as the new data. Data from the three
rounds of old recordings in the 1980s have been combined. In Table 1, we see a
large number of a3 occurrences and smaller numbers of the a2 and a4 variants.
In addition to the cross-tabulation in Table 1, we have studied the change in
representation of each of the variants. This shows that the change between the
old recordings and the new recordings are mainly due to a significant decrease
in the use of a2 (p, .0001), whereas the change in representation of the other
a-variants was not significant.

In the old data, we find, not surprisingly, that the a3 variant is the most frequent.
This applies for both male and female informants. The second-most frequent variant
is a4. We find a similar distribution of the variants in the new data. The informants
generally have more a2 pronunciations in the old recordings than in the new ones. A
drop in the a2 rate from 4.2% to 1.1% is the only significant difference in Table 1.
With the a3 and a4 variants, we only find nonsignificant changes.

Table 1 can answer our first question, namely whether individuals can change
their pronunciation over time. The overall answer to this question is that some
changes do happen, although not wholesale substitutions of one variant with
another. The most essential change is the decrease in the use of the a2 variant.
To get a better understanding of this change, we look at gender-related
differences. Later, we look into change among the female informants in our data.

G E N D E R D I F F E R E N C E S

Table 2 displays the use of a2, a3, and a4 variants among male and female
informants in the old and new recordings. We can see from the table that men
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generally have more a4 pronunciations than women do, whereas women have more
a2 pronunciations than men do. However, the change between the old recordings
and the new ones is due to the women decreasing their use of a2 significantly.
Comparison of a3 and a4 use between the old and the new recordings shows no
significant changes. Furthermore, the a3 variant is the most frequently used
across genders. This is the case in the old as well as the new recordings. The
female informants have a more even and relatively high use of both the a2 and
the a4 variants in the old recordings, whereas the men have a more uneven
distribution, with a low use of a2 and a more frequent use of a4. This is not the
case in the new recordings, where the women have a distribution of the three
variants just as uneven as that of the men. We now look further into this
development.

Only the female informants as a group change their behavior significantly.
There are no statistically significant differences in the data regarding the men as
a whole. One observation, based on the data presented in Table 2, is that there is
a significant difference between male and female speakers’ aj-distribution in the
old recordings (p, .0001), but no significant difference in the new recordings.
This indicates that our male informants as a group have not developed in any
one direction concerning usage of the aj-variable. As we can see in Table 2,
there is a drop of 5.1 percentage points in women’s use of the a2 variant
between the old and the new recordings. Our female informants have almost
stopped using the a2 variant. This means that they have almost the same

TABLE 2. The use of aj-variants among male and female informants in the old and new
recordings

Male Female

Variants 1986–1989 2007–2008 1986–1989* 2007–2008*

a2 16 (2.1%) 2 (.6%) 42** (6.7%) 5** (1.6%)
a3 664 (86.3%) 288 (85.7%) 528 (84.8%) 272 (89.2%)
a4 89 (11.6%) 46 (13.7%) 53 (8.5%) 28 (9.2%)
N 769 336 623 305

Note: * p, .01; ** p, .001, horizontally.

TABLE 1. Distribution of aj-variants in the old and new recordings

Variants 1986–1989** 2007–2008**

a2 58** (4.2%) 7** (1.1%)
a3 1192 (85.6%) 560 (87.4%)
a4 142 (10.2%) 74 (11.5%)
N 1392 641

Note: ** p, .001, horizontally.
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distribution of a2 and a4 as the men, which is interesting in relation to Kristiansen’s
hypothesis because our data shows that the women today talk like the men they
rated highest 20 years ago. This contributes to our answer to the second problem
we raised, regarding the motivation for change. Because of this significant
decrease in the use of a2 among the women, we can conclude that they are the
ones behind the general decrease of a2 we observed in Table 1.

With the a2 variant almost nonexistent among female informants in the new
data, a4 is the second-most frequent variant (next to the a3) used among women
in the new recordings. Where does this development come from? We can throw
some light on this matter by looking into where the female informants went to
school. Table 3 shows the use of the three variants among male and female
informants at the Næstved high school.

The female informants follow almost the same pattern as we saw in Table 2—a
decrease in the use of the a2 variant and an increase in the use of a4. However, in
this case, we see a much greater increase in the use of a4 than displayed in Table 2.
Among the men, we see no statistically significant changes between the old and
new recordings—a similar picture as we saw in Table 2. Looking at change
among female informants at the Herlufsholm high school, displayed in Table 4,
we see almost the same pattern as we saw among women at the Næstved high
school. In this case, however, some of our observations are statistically significant.

In the group of Herlufsholm female speakers, we find an even larger decrease
in the use of the a2, as the variant actually disappears between the old and the
new recordings. In addition, we find a greater increase in the use of a4, which is
an even greater increase than among the male informants. By replacing one
variant (a2) with another (a4) within a time span of 20 years, the female
informants at Herlufsholm are the ones behind the most dramatic real-time
change in our material. A quick look at the men tells us that they have the same
development as the women, although to a lesser degree. This was not what we
found in Table 2, where the men, in general, did not change their pronunciation
at all. The difference may be related to the fact that the male informants at
Herlufsholm did not have the same frequent use of a4 in the old recordings as
the men at the Næstved high school and technical school and, therefore, have

TABLE 3. The use of aj-variants among male and female informants at the Næstved high
school in the old and new recordings

Male Female

Variants 1986–1989 2007–2008 1986–1989* 2007–2008*

a2 0 (.0%) 0 (.0%) 16 (8.5%) 1 (1.4%)
a3 224 (84.2%) 119 (88.1%) 164 (86.8%) 63 (85.1%)
a4 42 (15.8%) 16 (11.9%) 9 (4.8%) 10 (13.5%)
N 266 135 189 74

Note: * p, .01, horizontally.
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become more like other men in the meantime, just as much as they have become
like the women.

A group of women at the Næstved technical school, displayed in Table 5, is
particularly interesting because the change in that group is the opposite of what
we have seen among the female informants so far.

In the group of female speakers from the Næstved technical school, we observe a
significant decrease in the use of the a4 variant. This development is the opposite of
what we have seen earlier among the women. The women at the Næstved technical
school shift from being the ones who use the most a4 pronunciations in the old
recordings compared with the other women with respect to a2. Here we only
find a slight decrease in the use of the a2 variant. This should be seen in relation
to the fact that they, as opposed the other women, did not use the a2 variant as
frequently in the old recordings.

To sum up, we can see that the general development among our female
informants in real time, as displayed in Table 2, originates from women at the
Næstved and Herlufsholm high schools, whereas female informants at the
Næstved technical school follow an opposite pattern.

S UMM I N G U P

Summing up the distribution of the three variants, we see that the most frequently
used variant in our material is a3, followed by a4, and the least used variant among
our informants is a2. In broad terms, our male informants generally use more a4
than the female informants do, and female informants generally use more a2
than male informants do. This is the general picture in the old as well as the new
recordings.

We find one significant change between the old and new recordings in the
pronunciation of the aj-variable among our informants. This is the decrease in
use of the a2 variant. This change, as we saw in Table 1, is primarily because
the women in our material, as displayed in Table 2, nearly stop using this variant
in the new recordings. Furthermore, this development can be traced back to
women at the Herlufsholm and Næstved high schools. Apart from women at the

TABLE 4. The use of aj-variants among male and female informants at the Herlufsholm high
school in the old and new recordings

Male Female

Variants 1986–1989* 2007–2008* 1986–1989*** 2007–2008***

a2 16 (4.9%) 2 (1.5%) 15* (9.2%) 0* (.0%)
a3 297 (91.1%) 115 (87.1%) 146 (89.6%) 85 (85.0%)
a4 13* (4.0%) 15* (11.4%) 2*** (1.2%) 15*** (15.0%)
N 326 132 163 100

Note: * p, .01; *** p , .000, horizontally.
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Næstved technical school, the a4 variant is the second-most frequently used variant
among the women. The same pattern is found among the men. Thus, all indications
are that the a4 variant may be on its way toward becoming a middle-class variant,
while a2 is retreating.

That this could be the case can be further substantiated by the way the a4 variant
is used by informants of different social classes. Jørgensen & Kristensen (1994)
divided the informants into three categories according to the occupation and
education of their parents: low (L), middle (M), and high (H) socioeconomic
status. They used the following criteria:

H: People with an academic education and a matching occupation, and individuals
in charge of many employees.
M: People with a middle-range education and a matching occupation, and skilled
workers.
L: Unskilled workers, people who spend their time at home, and pensioners.
(Jørgensen & Kristensen, 1994: 31; our translation)

Information was collected in interviews, and the parent with the highest education
and occupation determined the categorization. In the new study, we have used the
same criteria and categories to classify informants, only this time the categorization
is based on our informants’ own education and occupation. In Table 6, we see the
distribution of the a2, a3, and a4 variants among our higher-, middle-, and lower-
class informants.

The real-time change present in the use of the a4 variant among our L- and H-
speakers is particularly interesting in this context. With the H-speakers, we see a
statistically significant increase in the use of the a4 variant. In the old data, this
variant was not as commonly used among H-speakers compared with M- and L-
speakers. The increase, therefore, indicates that this variant has become more
acceptable to this group of speakers over the years. Another indication that the
a4 variant may have become a more accepted middle-class variant is that our
L-speakers have adjusted their use of this variant to a level that is not far from
our M-speakers. The overall picture is that both our lower- and higher-class
informants have adjusted their use of the a4 variant to a level not far from our

TABLE 5. The use of aj-variants among male and female informants at the Næstved technical
school in the old and new recordings

Male Female

Variants 1986–1989 2007–2008 1986–1989** 2007–2008**

a2 0 (.0%) 0 (.0%) 11 (4.1%) 4 (3.1%)
a3 143 (80.8%) 54 (78.3%) 218** (80.4%) 124** (94.7%)
a4 34 (19.2%) 15 (21.7%) 42*** (15.5%) 3*** (2.3%)
N 177 69 271 131

Note: ** p, .001; *** p, .0001, horizontally.
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middle-class speakers. In addition, the H-speakers have decreased their use of the
a2 variant. The combined results further contribute to our conclusion that the a4
variant, traditionally known as a lower-class variant, now may be on its way to
becoming an accepted middle-class variant.

So far, we have only looked at our informants by groups with respect to school,
gender, and social class. In the following, we look at our informants on an
individual level and thereby shed light on the individuals’ distributions of the
a2, a3, and a4 variants in real time.

Individual changes

In our data, 6 (3 male and 3 female informants) of our 24 informants show
significant individual variation between the old and new recordings. Table 7
shows this variation.

TKV is the only representative from the Næstved high school group. Differently
from Table 3, where we saw no significant change between the old and the new
recordings, TKV here shows significant change in his use of the a4 variant. His
use of this variant drops from 35.0% to 9.2%. His decrease in the use of a4 is
matched by an increase of 25.3 percentage points in his use of a3. He is the only
one from the Næstved high school group who changes significantly during the
period from 1986–1989 to 2007–2008. His change is not enough to have an
impact on the results in Table 3; therefore, we do not see any significant change
among the males in the Næstved high school group.

In contrast to the Næstved high school students, the group of female students
from the Næstved technical school show significant changes in their use of a3
and a4 (see Table 5) between 1986–1989 and 2007–2008: the use of a3
increases and the use of a4 decreases. BCH follows this tendency as her use of
the a4 variant dramatically decreases from 42.9% in the old recordings to 4.2%
in the new ones. This change is matched by an increase in the use of a3.
Therefore, she can be seen as representative of the linguistic development among

TABLE 6. The use of the a4, a3, and a2 variant among high-, middle-, and low-status
speakers; percentages of all aj-diphthongs pronounced by the groups

The a4 Variant The a3 Variant The a2 Variant Sum

Class 1986–1989 2007–2008 1986–
1989

2007–
2008

1986–
1989

2007–
2008

1986–
1989

2007–
2008

H 20* (3.7%) 21* (8.6%) 492
(90.8%)

219
(90.1%)

30*
(5.5%)

3*
(1.2%)

M 95 (12.5%) 48 (14.1%) 639
(83.9%)

289
(84.8%)

28*
(3.7%)

4*
(1.2%)

L 27* (30.7%) 5* (8.8%) 61*
(69.3%)

52*
(91.2%)

0 (.0%) 0 (.0%)

N 142 74 1192 560 58 7 1392 641

Note: * p, .01, horizontally. H: high, M: middle, L: lower.
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the female informants from the Næstved technical school. BLA is the only male
representative from the Næstved technical school who shows any significant
change. Contrary to BCH, he has an increase in his use of the a4 variant and a
decrease in his use of the a3 variant from the old to the new recordings. As with
TKV, this development is not enough to affect the level of significance in
Table 5. Common to TKV, BCH, and BLA is that they do not use the a2 variant
at all in the old recordings, nor in the new recordings.

This is not the case for BES, JPD, and LRB who are all from the Herlufsholm
high school. BES is the only one from this group who shows a significant change
regarding the a2 variant as she completely stops using it in the 2007–2008
recordings. This is representative of the linguistic development among the
female students from the Herlufsholm high school (see Table 4). The
development in her use of the a4 variant shows the same pattern as the rest of
the group, but her change is not significant. In the case of LRB, however, the
use of the a4 variant between the old and new recordings shows a dramatic
significant increase from 3.0% to 24.4%. Given this, LRB is representative of
the development within the use of this variant among the female Herlufsholm
students despite her more frequent use of the a4 variant in the new recordings as
compared to the group average use. JPD is the only male representative from the
Herlufsholm high school group who shows a significant change in his use, an

TABLE 7. Selected individual speakers’ use of a4, a3, and a2 from the three schools in the old
and new recordings

The a4 Variant The a3 Variant The a2 Variant

Name 1986–1989 2007–2008 1986–1989 2007–2008 1986–1989 2007–
2008

TKV
(M,
NHS)

21* (35.0%) 3* (9.7%) 39* (65.0%) 28* (90.3%) 0 (.0%) 0 (.0%)

BCH
(F,
NTS)

24** (42.9%) 1** (4,2%) 32** (57.1%) 23** (95.8%) 0 (.0%) 0 (.0%)

BLA
(M,
NTS)

8* (8.8%) 7* (31.8%) 83* (91.2%) 15* (68.2%) 0 (.0%) 0 (.0%)

BES
(F,
HH)

0 (.0%) 4 (13.8%) 30 (73.2%) 25 (86.2%) 11* (26.8%) 0* (.0%)

JPD
(M,
HH)

1* (1.4%) 4* (16.7%) 70 (95.9%) 20 (83.3%) 2 (2.7%) 0 (.0%)

LRB
(F,
HH)

2** (3.0%) 10** (24.4%) 61 (92.4%) 31 (75.6%) 3 (4.5%) 0 (.0%)

Note: * p, .01, horizontally; ** p, .001; *** p, .0001, horizontally. F: female, M: male; NHS: The
Næstved high school, NTS: The Næstved technical school, HH: The Herlufsholm high school.
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increase in his use of the a4 variant. On the basis of the changes among the male
and female informants from Herlufsholm high school, we can conclude that all of
them show an increase in the use of the a4 variant, which is paralleled by the loss of
the a2 variant. Thereby, they all function as representatives of the linguistic
development within this group.

The significant individual changes among our informants show that language
change is possible, and even likely in individual speakers. It is further evident
that such developments can be observed by quite simple methods. We also
witness that the changes we have documented indeed can be traced within an
interval of 20 years as suggested by Peng (1976, 1979).

CO N C L U S I O N S

In this paper, we have studied pronunciation of the aj-diphthong among 24
informants from the Næstved high school, the Næstved technical school, and the
Herlufsholm high school. All of the informants participated in recordings from
the years 1986–1989 and 2007–2008. We have analyzed more than 2000
pronunciations of the aj-diphthong. The purpose of this study was to try to
answer two questions. The first question was whether individual speakers
change their pronunciation between teenage and adulthood. The answer is that
some speakers indeed do change their pronunciation, but not all. Women change
more than men do, and apparently middle-class speakers change less than other
groups do. This leads to the second question: Do speakers’ relatively positive
attitudes toward one of several available varieties lead to a change in their own
linguistic behavior, in the direction of the variety in question’s characteristics? In
other words, we wanted to find out if the Kristiansen & Jørgensen model could
be supported or rejected. According to this model, changes are caused by the
accumulations of subjective choices. These choices are motivated by social-
psychological factors such as attitudes, which can be deduced from guise tests.
One way to support or reject this model involved the guise test by Kristiansen
(1991). A hypothesis we could base on the Jørgensen & Kristensen (1994)
findings, as well as the Kristiansen (1991) findings, is that girls who had more
conservative forms than boys in 1986–1989 would use more nonconservative
forms by 2007–2008 because they had a more positive attitude toward modern
variants by the mid-1980s. The girls do indeed use fewer conservative variants
more frequently in their pronunciation in 2007–2008 than in 1986–1989, so the
hypothesis is thereby supported.

Overall, this study shows that the most obvious change through the period was in
the use of the variant a2. In the old recordings, we found significantly more
instances of a2 than in the new recordings. With the variant a4 it was the
opposite, but not with the same degree of significance. We conclude that the
more conservative variant a2 may be on its way out of Danish standard
pronunciation, and the variant a4 seems to be on its way into the (Copenhagen)
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standard. The most common variant is a3 in all our results, so the change and
development have been clearest in changes in the use of two extreme variants.

Furthermore, this study has showed that women from the Næstved and
Herlufsholm high schools in the old recordings in general have more
conservative forms in their pronunciation of the aj-diphthong than the men do,
but this difference is almost evened out in the new recordings. For some reason,
female informants at the Næstved technical school follow the opposite pattern.
This could have something to do with social class, if we suppose that social
identity is reflected in language, and our results regarding social class show that
the H-speakers more often pronounce aj-diphthongs with the variant a2 than the
L-speakers do. Within all of the social classes, though, the direction is toward
fewer instances of the variant a2 and more incidents of a4. It also seems that the
differences in pronunciation dependent on social class are almost evened out
over time. In this material, we find a smaller difference in pronunciation between
informants from different social classes in 2007–2008 than in 1986–1989;
additionally it seems that the variant a4 is on its way toward becoming an
accepted middle-class variant, as partly predicted by Kristiansen’s (1991) guise
test. There is a certain basis for concluding that these changes could be
motivated by social-psychological factors such as attitudes, as the Kristiansen &
Jørgensen (2005) model suggests.

R E F E R E N C E S

Aitchison, J. (2001). Language change. Progress or decay? 3rd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Bailey, Charles-James N. (1973). Variation and linguistic theory. Arlington, Virginia: Center for
Applied Linguistics.

Bloomfield, Leonard. (1933). Language. London: George Allen & Unwin.
Brink, L., & Lund, J. (1974). Udtaleforskelle i Danmark, aldersbestemte—geografiske—sociale
[Pronunciation differences in Denmark, age-related, geographical, social]. København: Gjellerup.

. (1975). Dansk Rigsmål 1-2 . Lydudviklingen siden 1840 med særligt henblik på sociolekterne
i København [Standard Danish. Sound changes since 1840 with a special emphasis on the sociolects
of Copenhagen]. København: Gyldendal.

. (1979). Social factors in the sound changes of Modern Danish. In Proceedings of the Ninth
International Congress of Phonetic Sciences 1979. Vol. II. Copenhagen: University of
Copenhagen. 196–203.

Coupland, Nikolas, Sarangi, Srikant, & Candlin, Christopher N. (eds.) (2001). Sociolinguistics and
social theory. London: Longman.

Eckert, Penelope. (2000). Linguistic variation as social practice: The linguistic construction of identity
in Belten High. Oxford: Blackwell.

Ferrer, Raquel Casanoves, & Sankoff, David. (2003). Identity as the primary determinant of language
choice in Valencia. Journal of Sociolinguistics 7(1):50–64.

Gregersen, Frans. (2009a). Hvad ved vi—om det såkaldt “flade” a? [what do we know—about the
so-called “flat” a?] In K. Farø, A. Holsting, N.-E. Larsen, J. E. Mogensen, & T. Vinther (eds.),
Sprogvidenskab i glimt. 70 tekster om sprog i teori og praksis. Odense: Syddansk
Universitetsforlag. 17–25.

. (2009b). The data and design of the Lanchart Study. Acta Linguistica Hafniensia 41:3–29.
Hock, H. H., & Joseph, B. D. (1996). Language history, language change, and language relationship.
Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Holmberg, H. (1991). The sociophonetics of some vowel variables in Copenhagen speech. In
F. Gregersen & I. L. Pedersen (eds.), The Copenhagen study in urban sociolinguistics. Vol. 1.
København: C. A. Reitzel. 107–240.

ATT I TUD INAL AND SOC IO STRUCTURAL FACTORS IN D IALECT CHANGE 103

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394511000019 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394511000019


Hudson, R. A. (1996). Sociolinguistics. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Jespersen, Otto. (1897–1899). Fonetik. En systematisk fremstilling af læren om sproglyd [Phonetics. A
systematic description of the study of speech sounds]. København: Det Schuboteske Forlag.

Jørgensen, J. N. (1980). Det flade a vil sejre [The flat a will conquer]. SAML, Skrifter om Anvendt og
Matematisk Lingvistik 7:67–124.

Jørgensen, J. N., & Kristensen, K. (1994). Moderne sjællandsk. En undersøgelse af unge sjællænderes
talesprog [Modern Sealand Danish. A study of the language use of young Sealand Danes].
København: C. A. Reitzel.

———. (1995). On boundaries in linguistic continua. Language Variation and Change 7:153–168.
Kristiansen, T. (1991). Sproglige normidealer på Næstvedegnen. Kvantitative sprogholdningsstudier
[Linguistic norms ideals in and around Næstved. Quantitative language attitude studies].
Københavns Universitet.

Kristiansen, T., & Jørgensen, J. N. (2005). Subjective factors in dialect convergence and divergence. In
P. Auer, F. Hinskens, & P. Kerswill (eds.),Dialect change. Convergence and divergence in European
languages. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 287–302.

Labov, W. (1966). The social stratification of English in New York City. Washington, DC: Center for
Applied Linguistics.

———. (1972). Sociolinguistic patterns. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
Milroy, Leslie. (1980). Language and social networks. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
Peng, Fred C. C. (1976). A new explanation of language change: The sociolinguistic approach. Forum
Linguisticum 1(1): 67–94.

———. (1979). The reality of sound change: A sociolinguistic interpretation. In Proceedings of the
Ninth International Congress of Phonetic Sciences. Vol. II. Copenhagen: University of
Copenhagen. 229–237.

Petersen, N. M. (1829).Det danske Sprogs Historie [The History of the Danish Language]. København.
Phister-Andersen, Carl Ulrik von. (1977). Sprogbrug [Language use]. In H. Hansen, C. U. von Phister-
Andersen, B. Troelsen, E. Malberg, & P. M. Møller (eds.), Retorik. teori og praksis [Rhetorics.
Theory and practice]. København: Munksgaard, 62–99.

Rampton, B. (2001). Language crossing, cross-talk, and cross-disciplinarity in sociolinguistics. In
Coupland et al., 261–296.

Torp, Arne. (2007). R—ei urokråke i språket [R—a source of unrest in the Language]. Oslo: Det Norske
Samlaget.

Trudgill, Peter. (1974). The social differentiation of English in Norwich. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Williams, Glyn. (1992). Sociolinguistics: A sociological critique. London: Routledge.

104 LOU I S E KAMMACHER , ANDREAS STÆHR , AND J . NORMANN JØRGENSEN

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394511000019 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394511000019

