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1. INTRODUCTION

.The forces operating to produce linguistic change today are of the same

kind and order of magnitude as those which operated in the past five or ten

thousand years'.1 This claim, often referred to as the Principle of Uni-

formity, made by william Labov in sociolinguistic Patterns, may have

been primarily geared to structural, or 'internal' factors and mechanisms

of language change, such as chain-shifts or the principle of unidirectional-

Ity. ttre question, however, is whether it also holds, to the same extent, for

social, i.e. 'external', factors and mechanisms, such as power and solidar-

ity phenomena or social networks. Lesley Milroy seems confident that
'.in"" all speakers everywhere contract informal social relationships, the

network concept is in principle capable of universal application'.2 Does

this automatically imply that network strength scales, tight versus close-

knit networks and multiplex versus uniplex ties are relevant categories for

the study of language at any stage in history? These are some of the

questioni that will be addressed in the course of the present article.

correspondence: Alexander T. Bergs, Heinrich-Heine-Universitit Diisseldorf, Anglistik

rrr. UniversitAtsstr. I, D-40225 Diisseldorf, Germany. E-mail: bergs@phil-fak'uni-

duesseldorf.de

* I would like to thank the Hedwig-und-Waldemar-Hort-Stipendienstiftung for a gener-

ous travel and research grant. Thanks must also go to Ursula Lenker for her very

instructive comments on an earlier draft.
1 William Labov, Sociolinguistic Patterns (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania

Press, 1972), p.275.
2 Lesley Milroy, Language and Social Networks,

178 .
2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987)' p.
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