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Abstract:

This article explores linguistic prestige, a social value attributed to languages or
their varieties, rather than an intrinsic quality. It examines its foundations,
whether they are socio-historical (power, institutions) or linked to speakers'
perceptions (stereotypes, linguistic insecurity). The article distinguishes between
overt prestige, which is consciously valued and tied to the norm, and covert
prestige, which is implicit and a marker of group identity. It then analyzes the
concrete consequences of this prestige on individual linguistic choices,
educational policies, language vitality, and social integration, illustrating these
dynamics with historical and contemporary examples (Latin, standard French,
Arabic dialects).

Keywords: Linguistic prestige, sociolinguistics, Language vitality, overt and
covert prestige, Symbolic Capital, Diglossia.

1. Introduction

Language is far more than a simple communication tool; it's intrinsically linked
to our identity, our culture, and the social dynamics that surround us. At the heart of
these complex interactions lies the concept of linguistic prestige, a fundamental notion
in sociolinguistics that sheds light on how certain languages or linguistic varieties
acquire superior value and status within a community. This prestige isn't an innate
quality of the language itself, but a social construct shaped by historical, economic,
and cultural factors.

This article aims to thoroughly explore the phenomenon of linguistic prestige. We'll
examine its foundations, from socio-historical influences like political and economic power
to the perceptions and attitudes of speakers. We'll then distinguish between the two facets of
prestige: overt and covert, showing how individuals navigate these different valuations
depending on the context. Finally, we'll analyze the concrete consequences and
manifestations of linguistic prestige on individual choices, language planning, language
vitality, and social integration. Understanding linguistic prestige is essential for grasping
linguistic inequalities, power dynamics in communication, and ultimately, the richness and
complexity of human societies.
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2. What is Linguistic Prestige?

Linguistic prestige is the level of regard, respect, and social value that a
language or a language variety (a dialect, an accent, a sociolect) receives within a
linguistic community, compared to other languages or varieties. It isn't an intrinsic
quality of the language itself, but rather a social construct. In other words, society
attributes this prestige, often based on the power, economic status, or cultural
influence of the groups who use that language or variety (Bourdieu, 1982, p. 75).

In sociolinguistics, the concept of linguistic prestige is fundamental to understanding
how languages and their varieties are perceived and valued within a society. Major
researchers in this field have defined and analyzed it from various angles, enriching
our understanding of sociolinguistic dynamics. William Labov, for instance, showed
how prestige influences linguistic changes and speaker behaviors, particularly
concerning the adoption of more "standard" linguistic forms (Labov, 1972, p. 118).
Pierre Bourdieu, for his part, integrated linguistic prestige into his theory of symbolic
capital, explaining that mastery of the legitimate language confers social and economic
power (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 66).

2.1. William Labov: The Pioneer of Variation and Prestige

Implicit Definition Through His Work on Social Variation: While Labov didn't
always provide a single formal definition of prestige, his empirical research clearly
demonstrated how certain linguistic forms are associated with high social status and
are, therefore, "prestigious.” His work highlights the idea that prestige is a social value
attributed to specific linguistic features, influencing how speakers perceive and use
language.

Labov is famous for having demonstrated prestige (or the lack thereof) through
quantitative studies on linguistic variation. For example, in his classic study on post-
vocalic [r] in New York City, he showed that the pronunciation of [r] was more
frequent in high-end stores (associated with prestige). He also observed that middle-
class speakers, who didn't always spontaneously use [r], hypercorrected their
pronunciation in formal situations to align with the prestigious norm (Labov, 1966, p.
63). This methodology allowed for quantifying the influence of prestige on actual
linguistic behaviors.

Labov formalized the concepts of overt prestige and covert prestige, which are
essential for understanding the complexity of linguistic dynamics.
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Overt prestige is that of which speakers are conscious and which they explicitly
value. It's often linked to the standard or "correct” norm and is associated with positive
social attributes like education, professional success, or high social status. Speakers
may even consciously change their linguistic behavior to conform to it (Labov, 1972,
p. 119).

Covert prestige is that of which speakers are not necessarily explicitly conscious, but
which is implicitly valued within certain social groups. It's often linked to values such
as solidarity, authenticity, masculinity, or belonging to a specific group, and can be
expressed through the use of non-standard forms (Labov, 1972, p. 120).

Relationship with Linguistic Insecurity: Labov also explored how prestige
influences linguistic insecurity, which is the feeling some speakers have that their own
way of speaking isn't "good enough” compared to the prestigious norm. This feeling
can push them to adopt more prestigious forms, even if these forms aren't natural for
them (Labov, 1972, p. 118).

2.2. Pierre Bourdieu: Prestige as Symbolic Capital

Definition within the Framework of the Economy of Linguistic Exchanges: For
Pierre Bourdieu, linguistic prestige is fundamentally a form of symbolic capital. It fits
into his broader analysis of social fields and various forms of capital (economic,
cultural, social, and symbolic). Bourdieu doesn't see language as a simple
communication tool, but as an instrument of power and social distinction. The prestige
of a language or variety results from its recognition and valorization within a given
social space (Bourdieu, 1982, p. 75).

o Linguistic Market: Bourdieu introduces the central concept of the linguistic
market. Rather than a physical location, this market is a metaphorical representation of
any social situation where linguistic interactions are "exchanges" where products
linguistic utterances—have a value determined by their scarcity and by speakers'
ability to produce them and have them recognized as legitimate. The legitimate
language (the standard and prestigious variety) is the one that holds the greatest value
in this market, giving an advantage to those who master it (Bourdieu, 1982, p. 78).
Success in this market therefore depends on individuals' ability to use socially valued
linguistic forms.

« Linguistic Habitus: Prestige is intrinsically linked to linguistic habitus. This is the
set of durable and often unconscious dispositions that individuals acquire through their
socialization and life experiences. This habitus leads them to produce and perceive
language in a certain way, in accordance with their position in the social space. A
"legitimate” linguistic habitus allows one to navigate the linguistic market
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successfully, while a "devalued" habitus can lead to symbolic sanctions (Bourdieu,
1991, p. 66). As illustrated in the following figure 1,

Linguistic Capital Linguistic Market Symbolic Profit

Habitus . -
{ ) | \ (The Social Context). (Status and Authority).

(Speaker's background).

Figure 1: The process of converting linguistic capital into symbolic profit within
Bourdieu’s framework.

« Symbolic Domination: For Bourdieu, prestige is never neutral; it's an instrument of
symbolic domination. Speakers of prestigious varieties exert a form of power over
those who speak devalued varieties. This domination often operates subtly, without
conscious intent, simply by imposing a norm recognized and valued by all, including
those who are excluded from it or who master it less well. It's a gentle violence that
contributes to the reproduction of social inequalities (Bourdieu, 1982, p. 89).

2.3. Joshua Fishman: Prestige in Diglossia and Language Vitality

Prestige within the Framework of Diglossia: Joshua Fishman, by building upon and
refining Charles A. Ferguson's concept of diglossia, demonstrated how prestige is a
key factor in the distribution of functions between a "high™ (H) variety and a "low" (L)
variety. The "High" variety is highly prestigious and used in formal domains
(education, government, religion, written media), while the "Low" variety has less
prestige and is used in informal domains (daily conversations, home). The H variety is
endowed with superior prestige and institutional legitimacy, which perpetuates its
dominant status (Fishman, 1967, p. 32). As shown in Figure 2,
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The Diglossia Hierarchy

High Variety (H)

NEWS
-

eligion Formal Education Government Literature /
Media

Low Variety (L)

= =
Frierdship Street Commerce Folk Literature /
Daily Life

Figure 2: The hierarchy of linguistic prestige and social domains.

« Prestige and Language Choice: Prestige directly influences the language choices
of bilingual or multilingual communities. Speakers often tend to favor the use of the
language perceived as more prestigious in specific contexts, particularly those related
to social or professional advancement. For example, a language associated with higher
education or economic opportunity will often be chosen for these domains, even if
another language is spoken at home (Fishman, 1972, p. 102).

« Language Vitality: Prestige is crucial for a language's vitality. A low-prestige
language is often in danger of disappearing, as its speakers may turn to a more
prestigious language for reasons of social mobility, access to education, or
employment. This process can lead to language shift, where one generation stops
transmitting the lower-prestige language to the next, potentially leading to its
extinction (Fishman, 1991, p. 80). Conversely, restoring the prestige of an endangered
language is often a fundamental step in language revitalization efforts.

In short, for sociolinguistics researchers, linguistic prestige is far more than a simple
preference. It's a powerful social force that structures interactions, influences
individual paths, shapes linguistic policies, and determines the dynamics of languages
within communities. It reflects the power relations and social hierarchies that manifest
through language.
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3. The Foundations of Linguistic Prestige

Linguistic prestige isn't an intrinsic characteristic of a language or variety, but
rather a social construct deeply rooted in socio-historical dynamics and collective
perceptions. It reflects the power relations and values that a society attributes to its
forms of communication.

3.1. Socio-Historical Factors

A language's prestige is intimately tied to the history and social structure of the
communities that speak it.

3.1.1. Political and Economic Power: How Do Dominant Groups' Languages
Acquire Prestige?

Linguistic prestige is often a direct result of power. The language of politically,
economically, or militarily dominant groups naturally tends to gain a superior status.
Historically, the language of the conqueror or imperial administration became the
language of legitimacy and social ascent. For example, Latin became the prestige
language in the Roman Empire, gradually supplanting many local languages as
territorial expansion occurred. Mastery of Latin was synonymous with access to
administration, law, and scholarly culture (Calvet, 2006, p. 54). Today, English enjoys
undisputed global prestige, not due to inherent linguistic superiority, but because of the
economic and cultural dominance of English-speaking countries, particularly the
United States. Proficiency in English opens doors in international trade, science and
technology, and popular culture, making it indispensable for upward mobility
worldwide (Crystal, 2003, p. 106).

3.1.2. Institutions: The Role of Education, Media, and Government in Promoting
or Devaluing Certain Varieties

Institutions play a crucial role in solidifying the prestige of a linguistic variety.
Education is a powerful vehicle: schools teach and legitimize a standardized form of
language, often to the detriment of local dialects or varieties. Education instills the
idea of a "proper" way of speaking, associating it with success and intelligence
(Haugen, 1966, p. 92). Media (television, radio, press) disseminate and normalize this
prestigious variety, often serving as the reference for pronunciation and grammar.
Finally, the government and administrations, through their official documents and
public discourse, give the standard language an official and normative character. In
France, the Académie francaise has long worked to codify and defend a "pure” and
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prestigious French, contributing to the devaluation of local patois and regionalisms
(Désirat & Héran, 1980, p. 30).

3.1.3. History and Tradition: Influence of Ancient Languages (Latin, Greek) or
Literary Traditions

A language's prestige can also stem from its historical roots and cultural richness.
Some languages are seen as prestigious due to their status as classical languages,
cradles of ancient civilizations and knowledge. Latin and Ancient Greek, for example,
maintained considerable intellectual and academic prestige in the West for centuries,
even after they ceased to be vernacular languages. This was because they were the
vehicles for foundational texts in philosophy, science, and literature (Ostler, 2005, p.
320). Similarly, a rich and recognized literary tradition, with iconic authors, bestows
undeniable cultural prestige upon the language that supports it. The language of
Moliere or Shakespeare, for instance, acquires an aura that transcends its everyday use.

3.2. Speaker Perceptions and Attitudes

Beyond macro-sociological factors, speakers' own perceptions and attitudes are crucial
in building and maintaining linguistic prestige.

3.2.1. Stereotypes and Judgments: How Do Individual and Collective Perceptions
Shape Prestige?

Prestige is fundamentally shaped by the stereotypes and judgments that individuals
and groups hold about different ways of speaking. These perceptions are often rooted
in associations between linguistic forms and various social attributes like wealth,
intelligence, education, or geographical origin. One language variety might be seen as
"refined" or "cultured," while another could be deemed "vulgar" or "ignorant." These
judgments aren't based on objective linguistic criteria but rather on social values
(Milroy & Gordon, 2003, p. 15). For instance, in Algeria, Classical Arabic or Modern
Standard Arabic is often perceived as the language of scholarship and religion, holding
significant institutional prestige. In contrast, Algerian dialects, despite being widely
used, might be associated with a more informal or less "correct” register in certain
formal settings.
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3.2.2. Linguistic Security and Insecurity: The Impact of Prestige on Speakers'
Confidence in Their Own Way of Speaking

Awareness of linguistic prestige directly impacts speakers' linguistic security or
insecurity. Linguistic security refers to the confidence an individual has in their own
way of speaking, believing it to be correct and appropriate. Conversely, linguistic
insecurity is the feeling of not speaking "correctly” or not conforming to a prestigious
norm. This can lead to self-censorship, embarrassment, or even a change in linguistic
behavior (Labov, 1972, p. 119). Speakers of a low-prestige variety may develop a
complex and try to imitate the prestigious variety, even if it's not naturally part of their
linguistic repertoire. This phenomenon is particularly visible in the dynamics of
learning a standard language by speakers of local dialects, where the school norm is
internalized as the "correct™ way to express oneself.

4. The Two Faces of Prestige: Overt and Covert

In the study of languages and sociolinguistics, the concept of prestige plays a
fundamental role in understanding the dynamics of linguistic variation and speakers'
choices. However, prestige isn't monolithic; it manifests in two main forms: overt
prestige and covert prestige. These two facets influence the perception and use of
different linguistic varieties within a community.

4.1. Overt Prestige

Overt prestige is explicitly recognized and valued by most members of a linguistic
community. It's generally associated with the norm, correctness, and the standard
language (Trudgill, 1974a, p. 32). This includes "elegant” pronunciation, "correct"
grammar, and "appropriate" vocabulary, which are often taught in schools and
promoted by official institutions. It's the linguistic variety perceived as the most
"legitimate™ or "prestigious"” in a formal and public sense. Speakers might try to use
linguistic forms associated with overt prestige to improve their social status or image.

Overt prestige functions as a symbol of high social status, education, and legitimacy.
Adopting this linguistic variety can signal social ambition, professional success, and
integration into the dominant spheres of society. It's often linked to access to power
and socioeconomic opportunities (Labov, 1972, p. 114). Clear examples of overt
prestige include the "neutral” accent used on television or radio, which aims to be
understood and accepted by the widest audience without indicating a specific regional
affiliation. In French, the “standard" French of the Académie or that taught in school
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textbooks represents this form of prestige, often seen as the benchmark for "proper
usage" of the language.

4.2. Covert Prestige

In contrast to overt prestige, covert prestige is a form of implicit and often unconscious
value associated with non-standard, or even "popular,” linguistic varieties, local
dialects, or specific sociolects (Trudgill, 1974a, p. 45). These forms of language might
deviate from standard grammatical or phonological norms, but they are highly valued
within smaller social groups (for example, a friend group, a subculture, or a regional
community). They are often perceived as more "authentic" or "sincere" than the
standard variety.

This type of prestige primarily serves to express group identity, solidarity, authenticity,
and community belonging (Milroy & Milroy, 1992, p. 57). Using a linguistic variety
associated with covert prestige allows speakers to strengthen ties with their community
of origin or their in-group, and to differentiate themselves from dominant social
groups. Youth slang is a classic example of covert prestige, where the use of specific
terms and expressions creates a group identity and a sense of belonging. Similarly,
some regional accents, while potentially stigmatized in formal contexts, can be
strongly valued locally, symbolizing deep roots and identity pride within their region
of origin.

4.3. Dynamics Between the Two: How Do Speakers Navigate Between These Two
Types of Prestige According to Contexts?

The relationship between overt and covert prestige is dynamic and complex. Speakers
don't limit themselves to the exclusive use of one variety or the other; they constantly
navigate between these two types of prestige depending on the social contexts they
find themselves in (Bell, 1984, p. 183). This phenomenon is often observed through
code-switching or style-shifting. Code-switching should not be viewed as a linguistic
"error"; rather, it represents a sophisticated sociolinguistic resource used to maneuver
between varying types of prestige.

An individual might use a standardized variety, associated with overt prestige, during a
job interview or in a professional setting to project an image of competence and
conformity to dominant social norms. However, the same person might adopt a local
dialect or a specific sociolect with family or friends to strengthen social bonds, express
their community identity, and benefit from the covert prestige associated with these
varieties. This ability to adjust one's language based on interlocutors and situations
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demonstrates individuals' linguistic flexibility and the constant influence of prestige
dynamics on their communication choices. The tension between these two forms of
prestige reveals the richness and complexity of linguistic practices within societies. As
illustrated in the following figure3,

Overt Prestige Covert Prestige

(Public, Dominant Norm) . . (Group, Sub-Cultural Identity)

« Standard Language Norms * In-Group Solidarity / Belonging

» Professional Success/Upwad Mobilit
» Institutional Legittumaity

« Authenticity / Local Identity
» Informal Resistance to Authority

Speaker

Figure3: The competitive and often contradictory dynamics between overt (socially
dominant) and covert linguistic prestige, as a speaker navigates different social contexts.

5. Consequences and Manifestations of Linguistic Prestige

Linguistic prestige isn't an abstract concept; it concretely manifests through its
consequences on individuals, institutions, and the vitality of languages. These impacts
are multidimensional, influencing individual behaviors, educational policies, language
survival, and even social and professional trajectories.

5.1. On Individual Linguistic Choices

The influence of linguistic prestige is particularly noticeable in individual linguistic
choices. Speakers may be led to adopt or abandon specific linguistic forms. This
tendency often results in conformity to norms perceived as prestigious, in hopes of
better integration or recognition (Bourdieu, 1982, p. 75). Conversely, we sometimes
observe the maintenance of covert prestige forms, where social groups value their own
linguistic usages despite the dominant norm, as a marker of identity or belonging. This
phenomenon is closely linked to linguistic insecurity, where speakers of a non-
standard variety internalize the devaluation of their own way of speaking, which can
lead to feelings of inferiority or embarrassment (Labov, 1972, p. 118).

5.2. On Language Planning and Education

Linguistic prestige plays a crucial role in language planning and educational systems.
Government language policies often reflect this hierarchization, promoting certain
languages or linguistic varieties at the expense of others. This promotion can manifest
through institutional support, investments in education, or legislation, thereby
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strengthening the status of the prestigious language or variety (Calvet, 1987, p. 132).
Consequently, school curricula tend to prioritize the teaching of the standard language,
often at the expense, or even exclusion, of local dialects or minority languages, thus
contributing to their marginalization and devaluation in the eyes of younger
generations.

5.3. On the Vitality of Languages and Dialects

The consequences of linguistic prestige are particularly critical for the vitality of
languages and dialects. Languages with low prestige are often under threat of
disappearance, a process that Louis-Jean Calvet termed "glottophagy" (Calvet, 1974,
p. 17). This phenomenon describes the absorption or progressive disappearance of
dominated languages by dominant languages with superior prestige, often as a result of
intergenerational language shift. Faced with this threat, language revitalization efforts
are undertaken to try to restore the prestige of endangered languages. These initiatives
aim to reverse the decline through education, media use, and cultural promotion, in
order to restore these languages' functions and social value.

5.4. On Social and Professional Integration

Finally, linguistic prestige has significant repercussions on social and professional
integration. It can lead to linguistic discrimination, where judgments are made and
barriers are erected based on a person's way of speaking, rather than on their skills or
qualifications (Lippi-Green, 1997, p. 84). This discrimination can have a direct impact
on social mobility. Indeed, the adoption and mastery of prestigious linguistic varieties
are often perceived as assets, facilitating access to better educational, professional, and
social opportunities, and thus contributing to individuals' social advancement.

6. Case Studies and Examples

To better understand the dynamics of linguistic prestige, it's essential to
examine concrete cases, whether rooted in history or reflecting contemporary realities.
These examples illustrate how prestige influences the lives and evolution of languages
and their speakers.

6.1. Historical Examples

History is full of examples where certain languages or linguistic varieties gained
considerable prestige, profoundly influencing the societies of their time. Latin, for
instance, was the language of the Roman Empire, and then, long after its fall, the
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language of the Church, science, and law in Europe for centuries. Its prestige was such
that its mastery was indispensable for anyone aspiring to education or power,
relegating nascent vernacular languages to an inferior status (Burke, 2004, p. 19).
Similarly, Classical French of the 17th and 18th centuries became the diplomatic and
cultural language par excellence in Europe, symbolizing elegance and reason. The
French Court played a central role in this promotion, spreading its linguistic norms far
beyond its borders (Gregoire, 1983, p. 27). In Spain, Castilian established itself as the
dominant language at the expense of other languages on the peninsula like Catalan or
Galician, particularly after the Reconquista and the centralization of power, becoming
the symbol of national unity and imperial power (Penny, 2000, p. 5).

6.2. Contemporary Examples

The dynamics of linguistic prestige continue to shape our current world through
various observable phenomena.

6.2.1. National Languages vs. Regional/ Minority Languages

Many countries experience tension between the national language, often associated
with power and administration, and regional or minority languages. In France, for
example, Standard French has historically been promoted as the sole legitimate
language of the Republic, leading to a progressive decline of languages like Breton,
Occitan, or Corsican, which are perceived as local dialects without utility in the
modern world (Hagege, 2000, p. 187). Similar situations exist in Italy with regional
dialects facing Standard Italian, or in China where Mandarin dominates other
languages and dialects.

6.2.2. Social Variations within the Same Language

Linguistic prestige isn't limited to competition between different languages; it also
operates within the same language through its social variations. Accents are a striking
example. In the United Kingdom, the "Received Pronunciation" (RP) accent has long
been associated with education, the elite, and high social status, while other regional
accents might be linked to lower social classes or a lack of education (Trudgill, 1974b,
p. 32). In the United States, while the situation is more complex, some regional or
urban accents can be stigmatized or, conversely, convey local prestige or a strong
identity. In France, the Parisian or "neutral™ accent is often perceived as more
legitimate than accents from the south or other regions, which can lead to "linguistic
insecurity" among speakers with a marked accent (Dabéne, 1994, p. 89).
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6.2.3. The Status of Classical/Standard Arabic vs. Arabic Dialects

In a context relevant to Algeria, the situation of Classical or Modern Standard Arabic
versus Arabic dialects (such as Algerian Arabic) is an eloquent example of linguistic
prestige. Classical Arabic is the language of the Quran, liturgy, literature, and higher
education; it enjoys immense religious, cultural, and intellectual prestige. It is perceived as
the "correct” and "pure” form of the language. In contrast, Arabic dialects, although
spoken daily by the vast majority of the population, are often devalued in formal contexts,
considered informal, or even "incorrect” or "vulgar" (Grandguillaume, 1983, p.78). This
dichotomy creates a diglossia where each variety has specific functions: the dialect for
daily oral communication, and Classical Arabic for writing, education, formal media, and
religion. In Algeria, this dynamic is further complicated by the presence of Tamazight and
the legacy of French, creating a linguistic landscape where prestige is a matter of power,
identity, and social function.

7. CONCLUSION

Linguistic prestige isn't just an abstract concept; it's a concrete force that shapes
our interactions, our institutions, and the very future of languages. Far from being a
mere academic curiosity, it determines how languages are perceived, used, and even
transmitted.

Historically, examples like Latin or Classical French have shown how certain
linguistic varieties acquire superior social value, influencing individual choices
pushing speakers to adopt "prestigious™ forms or, conversely, to feel linguistic
insecurity regarding their own speech. At the institutional level, this prestige dictates
language policies and school curricula, often at the expense of dialects and minority
languages, threatening them with disappearance through a process of “glottophagy."”
Its implications directly impact social and professional integration: mastering a
prestigious variety can open doors, while its absence can lead to discrimination. In
short, linguistic prestige is a key indicator of power dynamics, identities, and values
within any society.

Understanding this phenomenon is crucial for addressing the challenges of linguistic
diversity, developing fairer educational policies, and promoting intercultural tolerance.
Recognizing that prestige is a social construct allows us to question existing
hierarchies. This awareness can lead to more inclusive language policies, valuing all
linguistic forms as true cultural riches. In education, it can encourage approaches that
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celebrate the linguistic diversity of students, reducing insecurity and strengthening
self-esteem.

Ultimately, to appreciate all linguistic forms is to recognize that every language,
dialect, and accent is a unique and complete system, carrying a culture and a
worldview. Deconstructing prejudices related to prestige brings us closer to a more
tolerant and intercultural society, where the way one speaks is no longer a reason for
judgment, but a celebration of human richness and the diversity of identities. Isn't it
time to consider every linguistic expression as an invaluable asset?
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