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Research in multilingual speech communities: 
a comparative perspective 

 
Gillian Sankoff, (

 University of Pennsylvania   

The notion of a speech community that is united by a uniform structural base (Labov 1989) has 
allowed sociolinguists to make progress in understanding variation in communities united by a 
common language.  It captures the empirical situation of urban agglomerations characteristic of 
countries where monolingualism is the norm, and where immigrants have tended toward rapid 
linguistic assimilation.  However, multilingual speech communities like those more typical of the 
Asia-Pacific region pose a greater challenge. Where the common language is only one among 
several in a community repertoire, communal groups (Blanc 1964), differentiated by religion or 
ethnicity, may speak different varieties of that common language.  But what about situations in 
which significant numbers of citizens do not share a common language?  Are cities of this type 
not to be thought of as speech communities at all?  How do people navigate across language 
barriers?  In such communities, how may even the speech of monolinguals be influenced by 
languages they do not understand?  This paper reviews a number of cases and explores the 
consequences of taking different positions on this question. It argues that sociolinguistics can 
only profit from the systematic study of multilingual communities, and that the comparative 
perspective may help scholars to contribute to solving communication problems that arise in 
multilingual situations. Lastly, it proposes that the study of linguistic competence cannot be 
complete without taking multilingualism seriously.   
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