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Language is a powerful social indicator of how 

we communicate in our personal and professional lives. 

The underlying layers of typical spoken and written 

language of a particular community depend on social 

norms, power dynamics, and political backgrounds. 

Altering the reality of our communicative world, we depend on the language we use and the 

future generation will use. In The Language, Society and Power Reader, the editors have 

critically examined the role of language in thought process, social and political discourse, gender, 

and ethnicity, and identity formation. The editors have valued this Reader as a reference book 

―for students studying introductory modules in language and society‖ but it is equally useful to 

the students, faculty, policy makers, and administrators no matter what backgrounds they come 

from. 

 

http://www.routledge.com/books/search/author/jean_stilwell_peccei/
http://www.routledge.com/books/search/author/suzanne_labelle/
http://www.routledge.com/books/search/author/berit_engoy_henriksen/
http://www.routledge.com/books/search/author/eva_eppler/
http://www.routledge.com/books/search/author/anthea_irwin/
http://www.routledge.com/books/search/author/pia_pichler/
http://www.routledge.com/books/search/author/satori_soden/


The Language, Society and Power Reader                             Reviewed by Krishna Bista 
 

 

              Arab World English Journal 
              ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                 www.awej.org 

303 
 

 

 

In the context of language controversy, communication ambiguity in social and cultural 

discourse, and language death, the Reader presents a timely look at the trends and issues of 

language in light of societal moments and debates. To cover the in-depth language used in 

different walks of human life, the Reader is divided into ten thematic sections that explore the 

nature of language in the following areas: power, politics, media, gender, ethnicity, age, social 

class, identity, and Standard English. 

 

Each section begins with an introductory chapter providing an overview of linguistic 

concepts, background information, and ties them with contemporary work of new writers and the 

classic foundational readings from well-known scholars. Part one provides background 

information on "language and power" to answer the questions, "what is language and why should 

we study it?" (p. 5) as basic foundations of linguistics, the study of language. Cameron considers 

language as a social public act. In another article, Norman Fairclough writes on global capitalism 

and critical awareness of language. His work is related to "a given and an accepted way of using 

language" (p.24), i.e. the exercise of power through language in politics, economics, 

globalization, and education.  

 

Part two examines the relationship between language and thought which is based on the 

work of Whorf and Sapir, two linguists who claimed that words in any language are related to the 

way people think and behave. Key concepts used in this part are—linguistic diversity and 

linguistic relativism. People speak different languages and each language has different functions. 

Mostly we use only "our language without thinking too much about what we are doing" (p. 31). 

This section includes Benjamin Lee Whorf’s classic paper on "the relation of habitual thought  

and behavior to language." In another paper, John Lucky examines why languages render the 

same reality so differently, and its consequences in the human thought process. Lucky believes 

that two distinct relationships that "each language embodies a particular interpretation of reality 

and the language interpretations can influence thought about that reality" (p. 53). For him, the 

intellectual and social development depends on how much we mediate to the role of language.  

 

The choices made in language such as selection of words, buzz phrases, local/cultural 

terms are political.  Part three "language and politics" includes three articles to analyze how 

audiences were pursued in the political language, especially professional political speeches. The 

first article, "media: label whores" by Geoffrey Nunberg, looks at political bias in the U.S. 

media—in labeling conservative politicians as 'conservatives' while liberal politicians are not 

described as 'liberals' (p. 66). In the second article, Boussofar-Omar offers the persuasive 

language of politicians, specially studying Tunisian presidential speeches, and analyzes how 

political speeches "promote, protect and legitimate the power and voice of authority" (p. 73). The 

final article of this section examines political speech from British, Flemish, and Swedish TV-

debates studying how 'presupposition' is used in speeches.  
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Part four "language and the media" presents how the media informs events to the public 

and what dominant discourses about different groups of people in society are represented. With a 

case of media coverage of a young girl, the first article in this part illustrates representations of 

minority ethnic people in Scottish press media. This article is an example of how the language of 

media is working for "empowering, distancing, meta-reporting, and historicizing" (p.118) of the 

events themselves. In second article, Laura Miller explores Japanese Kogal girls, their slangs, and 

media assessments to tell how language becomes "a requisite force for changing Japan's gender 

ideology" (p. 128). The final reading distinguishes between 'expert talk' and the talk of 'ordinary' 

people in public participation programs such as radio phone-ins, and television programs.  

 

In any formal writing and publication, the use of sexist language, a discriminatory 

language and ideology about women, is not welcomed anymore. In part five "language and 

gender", the first article explores women and men as language users and regulators in all walks of 

life. This article also presents feminist linguistic activism as "a genuine form of language reform, 

showing women in the new roles of critical linguistic commentators, norm-breakers, and norm-

makers" (p. 160). The second article focuses on interruptions in the talk of women and men, 

mixed-sex conversations, and same sex-conversation. In final paper, Deborah Cameron studies 

young men's talk and performing gender identity. Studying stereotypically 'male topics' such as 

wine, women and sports, Cameron notes that although the young men engage with women while 

gossiping, they still "perform...the same old gendered script" (p. 190) in linguistic communities. 

 

Racist discourses, a form of discriminatory social practice, exist in all parts of the world. 

Satori Soden, one of the editors of the Reader, says "Just as sex is something fixed, talk about 

race takes this as fixed" (p. 196). In part six "language and ethnicity", Teun van Dijk states that 

racist discourse exists in "text, talk, and communication" (p. 199) in which language and attitudes 

of dominant groups play a vital role. In another article, Diana Eades presents the case of Robyn 

Kina, an aboriginal Australian, to explain legal recognition of cultural differences in 

communication. Kina was prevented from telling her story to legal professionals and the court 

because of her Aboriginal English. Kina's case was one example of how professional interactions 

are structured and prevent common people from legal justice.  

 

Language learning patterns vary on young and elders. In part seven, "language and age", 

Makoni and Gringer present the actual dialogue between staff and residents in caring institutions 

in South Africa and the United Kingdom. They conclude that "discrimination and mistreatment 

across racial lines in care giving relationship in institutional settings" (p.237) is based on social 

and cultural contact.  Part eight "language and social class" highlights class-related linguistic 

socialization, its consequences in education, phasing out of regional dialects, imposition of 

standardized English, and relation of language and academic achievement. Penelope Eckert’s 

article "adolescent language" examines how an adolescent develops linguistic style in schools 

because they are institutionally forced to "mold it to suit our purposes—to emphasize, to 

elaborate, even to bring new things into being" (p. 238). Paul Kersweill questions, "What has 
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happened is that, over one or more generations, families have abandoned these dialects in favor of 

a type of English that is more like the urban speech of the local town or city" (p. 253).  

 

The authors present linguistic variables to reflect individual identity of his or her history 

and history of social group in part nine "language and identity". Linguists have studied human 

development and identity formation from language variation. They presented ethnographic 

portraits to gain "insights into the structure of a culture by chronicling everyday life from insider 

and outsider perspectives" (p. 292). The relationship between language, style, and law can predict 

a power dynamic of any community in sociolinguistic tradition. 

 

In the last section of the Reader, part ten, "standard Englishes" presents divergent views 

of English in the postmodern world. In the process of globalization and internationalization, there 

is not only one standard version of English. The Kachru interview offers a theoretical framework 

for thinking about different varieties of English,  or "World Englishes". Evans explores English as 

the official state language in Ohio of the United States, and its debates in relations to economy 

and ideology. Jenkins offers a world view of English as lingua franca in which it is considered a 

second language or for some speakers as a foreign language. The authors in this section present a 

world view that how access to standard language "creates and perpetuates power inequalities as 

well as proves group identity" (p. 327). 

 

Students, teachers, and practitioners in linguistics, language, education, sociology, and 

philosophy may appreciate the breadth of topics covered in the Reader. Editors have carefully 

selected articles that have succinctly captured the diverse geographical locations with everyday 

examples and data of human language. The Reader is highly user-friendly with clear and precise 

meaning and explanation of key readings in each ten parts of the book. It also provides detailed 

section introductions and background information, issues to consider (mainly questions for 

students and teachers), annotated further reading and suggestions for further viewing which are 

up to date. The Reader features a glossary with helpful definitions and information on how the 

readings link to different areas. The editor mentions, "While it [Reader] can be used as a stand-

alone text, The Language, Society and Power Reader has also been fully cross-referenced with 

the new companion title,  Language, Society and Power, third edition (Routledge, 2011)". The 

editors also believe that together these books provide the complete resource for students studying 

modules in language and society in English language and linguistics, media, communication, 

cultural studies, sociology and psychology. 

 

Lastly, I would suggest that, in light of today’s educational challenges in regard to 

understanding and incorporating diverse language and linguistic debates,  this book offers a 

wonderful opportunity to incorporate several themes related to language— power, politics, media, 

gender, ethnicity, age, social class, identity, and standardization of English, moving from theory 

to practice. The Reader contributes to our understanding of language as a critical element of 



The Language, Society and Power Reader                             Reviewed by Krishna Bista 
 

 

              Arab World English Journal 
              ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                 www.awej.org 

306 
 

 

 

learning human language and its critical functions in the diverse linguistic communities in this 

world. 
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