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Sociolinguistics: A Very Short Introduction
John Edwards, New York: Oxford University Press, 2013, 133 pp.

This slim volume is among the newest additions to Oxford
University Press’s Very Short Introduction series, a collection of
concise general overviews now comprising nearly 500 titles on a
wide range of topics from accounting to world music, each written
in 100 to 250 pages by a scholar in a relevant field. According to
the publisher, each book in the series is meant to provide a “trenchant
and provocative, yet:--balanced and complete” examination of the
key issues, and John Edwards’ impressively succinct survey of
sociolinguistics is no exception.

The book comprises eight chapters of roughly equal length, each
building on the last not only to illustrate language’s dual role as both
functional and symbolic instrument but also to underscore its vital
importance in establishing and maintaining group identity.

While a number of other excellent primers on the subject are
available, the present text features three uncommon elements that
deserve particular mention. First, it offers alternate perspectives on
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the rarely contested topics of discourse analysis
and language preservation. Second, it devotes
considerable attention to historical linguistic
evidence of changes in social attitudes. Finally,
it includes an engaging discussion of individual
and group naming practices. =)

Although most of the linguistic examples throughout the text
(especially those involving diachronic comparisons) rely on English
and other Western European languages, Edwards is careful to
draw parallels with relevant phenomena from a variety of cultures
around the world. His use of a small number of foreign expressions
without translations may prove a slight annoyance for those with no
background in a Romance language, but it is only a minor quibble.

No such brief text can be all things to all people, but Edwards’
remarkable effort offers something for both inquisitive generalists
and experienced linguists alike and, as such, it is well worth the read.
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