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Peasant Men Can't Get Wives:
!un8J.lg. Change and Sex Roles
ln a blhngual Community

Susan Gal
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reprinted in this volume, p. 2l) and somedmes not (Fasold 196g). In many cases
women' as compared to men of the same social class, usc morc of the new non_
prestigious forms in casual speech, while movinpJ further towards prestl€ie models in
formal speech. In other cases women do not lcad in the course oi linguistic change
(reporred in Labov 1972).

Although such findings are well documented, adequate explanations ol.them have
not been offered. Gcneral statements about the linguistic innovativcness or conser_
vatism of lr'omen will not account for the data. Neither Trudgill,s (1972) suggestion
that women are 'linguistically 

insecure', nor Labov,s (1972) aliusion to norms oflin_
guistic appropriateness which allow women a wicler expressive range than men, can
convincingly explain why women are linguistically innovative in some communities
and not in_others (Nichols 1976, reprintecl in this volume, p. 55). Women,s role in
language change has rarely been linked to the social position of women in the com-
munities studied and to the relared qu€stion of what women want to express about
themselves in speech. In the present study, men's and women,s ways oI speaking are
viewed as the results of strategic and socially meaningful linguisiic choices which
systematically link language change to social change: linguistic"innovation is a func_
tion of speakers' differential inyolvement in, and eualuaiion of, socral change.

. 
Specifically,_ in the linguistic repertoire ofthe bilingual cornmunity to be described

here, one of the languages has come to symbolize a newly availalle social status.
Young women's language choices can be understood as part of their expression of
preference for this newer sociai identity. The young *o-.n of the community
are more willing to participate in social change and in the linguistic change whicir
symbolizes it because they are less commirted than the mei to the traditionally
male-dominated system of subsistence agriculture and because ,fr.y fr_. rnrr" i"gain than men in cmbracing the ncwly available statuses of worker and worker,s
wife. In order to make this argument in detail several words of background are
nec€ssary, first about the community and second about its linguistic repertoire.

The Comrnunity

Oberwart (Fel$6r) is a town located in the province of Burgenland in eastern
Austria. It has belonged to Austria only since l92l when as part"of the post_World
War.I peace agreements the province was detached from Hungary. The town itself
has been a speech island since the 1500s when most of the"original Hungarian_
speaking population of the region was decimated by the TurkiJh wars and was
replaced by 

_German-speaking (and in some areas Croarian_speaking) settlers. In
9b:r*1j: which was the largest of the five remaining Hung"ri"r,_rpe"kirg .o__,r_
nities, bilingualism in German and Hungarian b".am".oni-orr. 

'

-During the last thirty years Oberwart has grown from a village of 600 to a town
of over 5,000 people because, as the county seat and new commercial center, it has
attracted migrants. These new settlers have all been monolingual German speakers,
mainly people from neighboring villages, who have been tr-ained in commerce or
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administration. The bilingual community today constitutes about a f,ourth of thetown's population.
The indigenous bilinguals who will be the focus of this discussion have untilrecently engaged in subsistence peasant agriculture. Since World War II, however,most of the agriculturalists haye become industrial *o.k.., or-i.k.._peasants. By1972 only about one third of the bilingual popu;iio; ;;;;d"y.d exclusively inpeasant agriculture.
In short, Oberwart is an example of the familiar post_war process of urbanizationand industrialization of the countrysid" often reporld ;n ,n"ji*."i,lr. on the trans_formation of peasant Europe (e.g. Franklin 196'9).

The Linguistic Repertoire

Bilingual communities provide a particularly_ saliert case ofthe linguistic heterogen_eity which characterizes all communities. In Oberwart tt" tirr;oti" alternativesavailable to speakers include not only two """ify ai"ti"firf,"Ui" iing,r"g", Uut Arodialectal differences within each language. These ,ai"f"*r; ".. "", homogeneous,rnvariant structures, but rather are best characteriz"a * ."i. oi"*"ryrng linguisticvariables which have their own appropriate social uses and connotations (cf, Gumperz1964; Ervin-Tripp r97z). h is possible for bili"gual ob";;;;;J"-,o -ou. "ro'g "contrnuum from rnore standard to more local speech in either ol ttreir languages(cl Gal 1976: III),
Of the many functions that code choice has been shown to serye rn interaction(Hymes 1967) this paper focuses on just one and on how it is irruoluea in change. AsBlom & Gumperz (1972) have argued, alternare ""d;; ;i,hi"; ;;;;istic repertoireare usually each associated withactivities. it r,". u."n por,,tJ' ouiHr:T:ti:.j:H:i::#1 :"#illl:situation is part of that speaker,s linguistic pr"..rrr"tion oir"tf.-ii-e speaker makesthe choice as part of a verbal strategy to identify herself or himself with the socialcategones and activities the code symbolizes. The choice, then, aliow" th. sp"ak., toexpress solidarity with that category or group of people. It wiil be argued here thatb€cause codes (in this case languages) are associated *l,n ,o.i"i *,u.", and activit_ies, changes in language choicetn'be ur.a uy rp."t "., io ,frloti"lh"ng", rr,,1,"r,own social status or in their attitudes towards the activiti""it. t"nf"g., symbolize.

The Meanings of Codes

Although bilingual Oberwarters use both standard and local varieties of German aswell as. of Hungarian, and although the choice between locat "rri' ,i"'J".a r""tu."" ir,either languag,e carries meaning in conuersation, here we Jit u **J.n.a o.rty *ittthe synbolically more important alternation bit*."n G".rnr-ri oi""f ,on 1c; "rraHungarian of any sort (H).
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Tahle 2 Language choice pattern ofmen

Iaformant Ag, Social situations (ida ti1' of paftiipant)

10

A
B
L

D
E
F
G
H

J
K
L
M
N

t7
25
42
20
22
62

&
43
4l

6 l

58

H
H

H
H
H
IJ

H
H
H
H
H
H
G

No. of informants = 14

l = t o g o d
2 = grandparents and their generation
3 = bilingual clients in black market
4 = parens and their generation
5 = friends and age-mate neighbors
6 = brothers and sisters

( !  ( t

G G
G G G G
G G G G

G G
G I I G H G H G G
H G H G
H G H G H G
H G H G
H G H H H
H H H G
H H G G H G
H H H G H H
H H H H H

Scalability = 95.2olo

7 = spouse
8 = children and their generation
9 = bilingual government officials

lQ = grandchildren and their generation
11 = doctors

GH
H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H

H

H

H

H

G G G
G I I G G
G H G G
H G H G
H G H G H
H H H
H H H
H H H
H H H
H H H
H H H
H H H
H H H
H H H

G Gernran, II I Iungarian, GH - both G€rman and Hungarian.

speakers listed in these tables are bilingual. The information is drawn from a lan-
guage usage questionnaire which was constructed on the basis of native categories of
interlocutors and linguistic resources. Similar scales based on systematic obseryation
of language choice were also constructed. There was a high degree of agreement
between observed usage and the questionnaire results (average agreement for men
860/o, for women 90olo). That is, the questionnaire results were corroborated by
direct observation of language choice.

The language choices of a particular informant in all situations are indicated in
the rows of tables I and 2 and the choices of all informants in a particular situation
are indicated in the columns. The choices ofOberwarters, arranged in this way, form
a nearly perfect implicational scale. Note that for all speakers there is at l€ast on€
situation in which they use only H. For almost all speakers there are some situations
in which they use both G and H and some in which they use only G.

t l
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Differences Between Men and Women

The implicational scales describing choices seem to indicate no differences between
men and women. Both men and women show the same kinds of implicational
relationships in the same ordered list ofsituations. However, the rank correlations of
language choice, age and peasantness ofnetwork present a more complicated picture.
Here the issue is whether age and social networks are equallv well correlated with lan-
guage choice for men and women. In fact they are not; for men the correlation between
social network and language choice is about the same as the correlation between age
and language choice (0.78 and 0.69 respectively). For women age alone is more
closely correlated with language choice (0.93) than is the social network measure
(0.74). This difference between men and women is significant at the 0.05 level.

In short there is a difference between men and women in the way each is going
through the process of change in language choice. If we distinguish three twenty-
year generations, separate the men from the women and those with very peasant
networks from those with nonpeasant networks, it is possible to illusrate the process
at work. Informants' networks ranged from l3olo peasant contacts to 94olo peasant
contacts. This continuum was divided into two parts. All those scoring at or above
the median were put in the peasant network category in figure I, all those scoring
below the median were in the nonpeasant network category.

Figure I illustrates the fact that for men there is a very regular pattern in the
correlations. From the oldest to the youngest generation use of G increases, but for
each generation this increase is greatest for those whose social networks include a
majority of nonpeasants. Among the men the youngest group as a whole uses less
H than any of the others. But those young m€n with heavily peasant networks do
use more H. Regardless of the negative evaluations, for these young men expressron
of peasant identity is still preferred for many situations.

For women the process is different. First we 6nd that in the oldest generation this
sample includes not one person with a nonpeasant network. This is not a sampling
error but reflects the limited range ofactivities, and therefore ofsocial contacrs, open
to women before World War II. In the middle generation the women's pattern
matches that of men exactly. Many women of the generation reaching maturity dur-
ing and after World War II left the peasant home, if only temporarily, to work in
inns, factories and shops. Often they remained in contact with those they befriended.
As with the men, those who have heayily peasant networks use more H than those
who do not.

The youngest generation of women differs both from the older women and from
the men. First, these young€st wom€n use more G and less H than anyone else in
the community, including the youngest men. In addition, fo r these women, peasaxtness
of social netoorb mahes xo dffirence in language choice- Young women with peasant
networks use Hungarian as rarely as young women with nonpeasant networks. Recall
that for all the men, including the youngest, peasantness of network did make a
difference since it was associated with more use of H.
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;;;;;;*t ;;;;", peasant life is a much less attractive choice than it is for men'

froru th"t other opportunities are open to these young women, they reiect p€a$nt

ilf" ", , uirUt" "tt.^ative. It will be argued here that their language choices are part

of this reiection.-^ 
il;;;;." some young men who' despite a general preferencefor industrial and

commercial ernployment' want to take over family farms' Some ot these young men

irt",i. "."rti"ieloping attitude that farming can be an occupation' a'Beruf' like

;;;-,il. il;t" "r. -"ri*ho'" f"-ilies own enough land to make agriculture if not

", iu"r",i"" ", ,o"g. work at least r satisfactory livelihood ln contrast' young women'
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not want to marry peasxnt mcn. 
'lhe 

life ofa peasant wife is seen by Ober$.art voung
ri'omen as particularly demeaning and difficult when compared to the other choices
which have recently become available to them.

Let us comparc the choices open to Ob€rwart young men and women as they
see them. For men the life possibilities are (a) to be an industrial or construction
worker (usually a commuter coming home only on weekends), (b) to be a peasant-
worker, holding two full-time jobs, and (c) to be a full-time agriculturalist. This last
is felt by Oberwart m€n to have the advantage of independence no orders from
strangers - and the disadvantage of lack of cash and prestige. But it is generally
agreed that while agricultural work was once more grueling and difficult than factory
and construction work, this is no longer the case. Although peasant men still work
longer hours than those in industry, machines such as the tractor and the combine
make men's farm work highly mechanized and considerably less difficult than it
once was.

For women the life possibilities depend mainly on whom they marry. The peasant
wife typically spends the da1'doing farm work: milking, feeding pigs, hoeing, plant-
ing and harvesting potatoes and a few other rootcrops. Her evenings are spent doing
housework. Industriousness is traditionally considered a young peasant wife's most
valuable quality.

There are mrchines now available which lighten the work of the peasant wife
considerably, including the washing machine, the electric stove and the silo (which
eliminates the need for rootcrops as cattle feed). But in peasant households the male
labor saving machines arc always acquired before any of the ones which lighten
women's worl. For instance the silo, which is perhaps the most substantial work
saver for the peasant wife, is never built before a combine is purchased, and the
combine itselfis among the last and most expensiye ofthe machines acquired. In this
Oberwart exemplifies the pattem all over Europe, where, for instance, the German
small p€asant's wife in 1964 averaged over the year seventeen more work hours
per week than her husband (Franklin 1969: 37 44). In addition, although peasant
life in Oberwart is less male-dominated than, for instance, in the Balkans (cornpare
Denich 1974 v'ith F6l & Hofer 1969; ll3 .14), nevertheless for the peasant wife
the independence which is said to compensate the peasant man for his work is not
freely available. In fact, being a young peasant wife often means living under the
authority of a mother-in-law who supervises the kitchen and women's farm work
generally.

In marked contrast, marriage to a worker involvcs only household tasks and
upkeep of a kitchen garden. Wives of workers are sometimes employed as maids or
salespersons, but mostly they hold part-time iobs or are not employed at all. Because
of the increased access to money, because agricultural equipment is not needed and
because some of the women themselves contribute part ofthe money, electric stoves
and washing machines are among the first appliances bought by working married
couples, thereby further lightening the wife's work load. Peasant wives work far
more than peasant men. Peasant men work more hours than worker men. Workers'
wives, especially if not employed, often work fewer hours than their husbands.



Peasant Men Can't Get ll/iaes 157

Table 3 Endogrmous marriages of all bilingual Oberwarters and bilingual rnale peasant

Oberwarters

lo Endagamoxs
maniages of
all marrtages

o/o Endogamoxs
marriages of
mole leatants

l91 l -40
1941 60
t96t 72

7 ro/o
65
32

87o/o
54
0

Sozrre: Marriage Register, City of Ob€rwafi'

This contrast is not lost on young Oberwart women' When discussing life choices

they especially dwell on the dirtyn-ess and heaviness of peasant work' Reiection of

the use of local Hungarian, the slrnbol of peasant status' can bc seen as part of the

r"p"tior,, Uy you.g *o-"., of peasant status and life generally' They do not want

to'b" p."""nti; they do not present themselves as peasants in speech'-- 
Uoin... of marriageable daughters specifically advise them rgainst marriage to

peasants. Oberwar,"ri "gr"" that'Paraszt legin n€m kap niidt'(Peasant lads can't

il";;;;. Fo, inr,"n".., in reference to a particular young couple an old man

iemarked: 'Az e Triiumlba ilr, az fog neki tehen szart lapini? Abbu m6 paraszt ndm

tor, o ^a zicher!' (She tnorks at the [local bra factory], sle's going to shovel cow

manureforhim?She'llneverbeapeasant,that'sforsure.)Althoughtheyoungmen
themselves are usually also reluctant to become peasants, for those who nevertheless

"fr*r. f"-ift "gti"ultor. as their livelihood, the anti-peasant attitudes of the com-

munity's young women present a problem'

ffin..ierrt ye"ts Oberwart young women have not wanted to marry p€asant men'

"nd if ,h"y have acted on this preierence, thcn Oberwart Peasant men must have

iorrrrd ,riu"s "lre*here. The town's marriage records should provide evidence for the

difference in attitudes between young men and young women'-- 
ii. g"rr"r"l trend in Oberwart in the post-war years has been- away from the

traditiorial village endogamy and towards exogamy' For instance-' table 3 shows that

between l9l I .lna tS40 ltoZo of the rnarriagei of bilinguals in Oberwart were endo-

gamous. Between 1961 nd 1972 only 32olo were But for the bilingual peasant men

ii OU".*"rt tft. ngures are different' As table 3 indicates' between l91l and 1940 a

larger percentage of peasant men married endogamously than all bilingual Oberwarters
-(A-74)i 

n.,*";-n 1941 and 1960, howtuer' thi' was reversed' Finallv' by 196l-72'

when 32olo of all bilingual Oberwarters rnarried endogamously, not one peasant man

married endogamously. Those pea""nt men who did marry during those years found

*iu", ln th" i"ighboring s-"ll German monolingual villages where being a peasant

wife has not beeln negatively valued. In short, the marriage records provide evidence

,rr"i y""ng Oberwait women's stated attitudes towards Peasilnt men have been

transiated into action. The effect of this is discussed below
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Conclusion les and chorces
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H:""1,'IlTi$$1't""11";T"$:i;"lTli:::L"'H1"1iJ'�hosewi'�hnon-
;"lf*;:il";*"e t:T:;,Ji#;:::"J,'ffi il lll-lll'li,l"ll*ilX lliTi.
Thev refuse to marry loca-l Peaii"li',,n*,,,'"', r:*, "i f:f.f*'Ui**69:li:j;il:#iln:
lHl'.Til#';::l*xilft **"*:';ffi ;;tl.*,0""r.,,""_o
or so. Because the children ot -""',"1-:':;;;;., 

,"r.lv if .r.. learn Hun8artan'

*#**Tfu l,-.*:nx*J""ffi#JHJ"'l"iiln'"rheranguage'-":l*t*h;:t',",tL :ii}:,'1""';;:ii:**i*{J,y.T,1.1d',ttd
il":,l:*,}:;"T;ffi iIfl li#tr*#fi :u:jf5*5j;".,ti;*l'*#f :1"ffl ':ilit{"li*:'H":hi*:*i,x";:$l*T:"i:,'":$;
';;tH j\i."'"';:l#iiTJ*lli:l1i:T:iili'o'n';'I,'f illl
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those languages'

*il*,**"**rrtr*#til*iil'-'il"",ii:"{liTji}:i:::r'il${tr'itr:
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;;lilT;T'ir'":',il:1" :* :****:lre7r) and of the Hunsa'ian diarect arras
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Peasant Men Can't Get lliaes 159

REFERENCES

Bickerton, D. (1e73) rhe yll;'.jffi.Hffii:l""ll'd.Kl;*.. 3li.-.'oit"hine
"':lJ;,i.|?""il1?J*'r:l;'-''""liiil:i"iii8,,il"i'""' in sociotinguistics' New York:

""ff*:Ififfil"YiJirlll-ti"tion in l"nguage ln B rhorne&-f''Henlev (eds)' lat'g"age
"";;;;;; 

D,lfercnte qnd '�tomin'-",,'*:J'";;rili:*,'ifi": iilir:lT'Lmph"r" t"d')
",il:*,: :):::,, ":;;*l!:"J#t,i,i"Ju"i""."n, *'""... _ ̂ ^^,,.,",,"". rn J. J.
"[T$fit;ili.";'l;,'',',ln::;:ru;,f[',1;:1"1,:T;ff ;*,Rinehar,&

aJilltil ,,*r, A sociolinguisric studv of the .pronunc"t':n ,o,t-tl:* 
\owels in Detrort

' "lo"..i w^r,i",,"", p S :"lil::"1,i:[lijJiill'"'; 
*''""

nel- E. and Hofer' T (1969) Prot€

iilU,xi:**,;!'n':::n':;:*;r'"'1"i";u'n'commu"itAn"
"*::;t ;lta";fJ,'iil''T'it'lll;ii"'eraction 

in trno comm tt'it\es Amenc an Atthro-

Ir#q-'i:iisdil'r*n;'iTil.Tff ':'lJ,,ilguageRehaviorResearch

iill1"l#lll+ifi*f rTi:l;"u;l**.i'r"i]ri?']i'r"''"
tt:S iU; 

';eUt'i 
tttt'ii'i"tt"be'wart ttal"t) Nv 'to'udaninvi Em*"tsett''

-"'li#ii ry ry: 'r$::'::tri! ilitr ;;li:li'JffT Hil'Il':.ift'J'T"x
in Ausuia) lt Nipt Kulura - N'pt t ut' 'u'| ' ' '  \ '  -" ' -

"#:fil:lfff A rels66ri- magvar n6psziget (The Hungarian folk-island of oberwart)'

4ig,i'H:l':fi }l':'i":'#:{""u*;:ii"r*:'*:i;f ,:"::-;".
\}|**[Tfr"t":?:il:T:",i:ll:'il'*;*'�"?,fr;:i';;;r""w'-""t-"'

L-".., N".o M"*i"o 
prestige and linguistic change in the urban British English

'':lK: j'"[l?',],Ti#i!l


