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Presentation of Bernstein’s Deficit Hypothesis 

 

Abstract 

 

Sociolinguistics has tried to work towards a solution to 

shortcomings in education. In the USA, linguists were aware of the 

fact that children in poor districts did not receive the expected 

benefits from public education (cf.Stewart 1966; Labov et al. 

1968; Wolfram 1969, and Fasold 1972b). Similar steps were taken 

in Britain; linguists applied the results of their linguistic studies to 

problems in the deducation of the children of the working class (cf. 

Trudill 1975a). Among the prominent sociolinguists in this area 

was B.Bernstein whose Deficit hypothesis gave the first impetus to 

an investigation of speech barriers. He claimed that two kinds of 

English “code” could be distinguished: „elaborated code‟ and 

„restricted code‟. Bernstein indicated in his studies that children 

from the working class were limited to restricted code, while those 

of the middle class to the elaborated code. Accordingly, the 

success of members of a society and their access to social 

privileges is directly dependent on the degree of organization of 

their linguistic messages. In this paper, the author discusses 

Bernstein‟s work together with some of the numerous publications 

on his hypothesis of speech codes to arrive at the results which are 

specific to social class. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The principle from which Bernstein started his 

invaluable studies was that the speech habits of 

members of the lower class, who have little 

social influence, differ syntactically and 

semantically from those of the middle class, 

who are powerful and influential because of 

their material and intellectual privileges. The 

linguistic characteristics which differentiate the 

speech behavior of the lower class from that of 

the middle and upper classes are interpreted as a 

language deficit phenomenon. This assumption 

by Bernstein is called „Deficit Hypothesis‟.  

 In fact, the restricted ability of the lower class 

can by no means ascribed to Bernstein but to 

Schwartzman and Strauss (1955) because they 

were the first Sociologists who formulated the 

theory of the restricted language ability of 

particular social groups compared with that of 

other groups. 

Schatzmann's and Strauss‟s observations that 

the lower class speakers lack the linguistic 

ability to express themselves led Berstein in 

1958 to distinguish between a „public‟ language 

of the lower class and a „formal‟ language of 

the middle class. From 1962 onwards he 

applied the terms „restricted‟ and „elaborated‟ 

speech codes for „public‟ language and a 

„formal‟ language, respectively. The former is 

regarded as inferior to the latter because of its 

limited range of linguistic expression, and it is 

considered by Berustein to be “decisive cause 

of social inequality of opportunity. The theory 

behind Bernstein‟s distinction, said n. Dittmar 

(1976), is that the different speech styles 

originate in the different psychological and 

social experiences of their speakers. Bernstein 

regards these experiences as being determined 

by membership of a particular social class. Such 

a dependency relation between ability of 

linguistic expression and sociopsychological 

experience is expressed by sapir; he wrote that 

“the (real world) is to a large extent 

unconsciously built up on the language habits 

of the group “ (1929,209) . Whorf took this 

view a step further when he stated that “the 

background linguistic system… of each 
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language is not merely a reproducing 

instrument for voicing ideas but rather is itself 

the shaper of ideas, the program and guide for 

the individual‟s mental activity…” (1956, 212) . 

Whorf‟s viewpoint is that different linguistic 

systems imply different social experiences 

 

Whorf‟s and Bernstein‟s concepts of language 

reveal similarities in many respects‟ e.g., their 

concepts claim that different linguistic forms 

produce different social experience. Whorf 

observed these differences in different language 

communities; Bernstein transfers these 

observations to social barriers between classes 

within a society. Bernstein has added a decisive 

theoretical supplement to Whorf‟s relativity 

thesis with his assertion that it is primarily the 

social structure which determines linguistic 

behavior and this in turn comes full circle to 

reproduce the former. The reproduction of the 

social structure by way of linguistic behavior is 

a weaker formulation of Whorf‟s deterministic 

concept; it is in this weekend from that it is 

integrated into Bernstein‟s wider conceptual 

scheme (cf. Dittman 1976). 

 

Whorf‟s and Bernstein‟s concepts are similar in 

postulating a close relationship between 

language and the shaping of experience. But 

this relationship is unilateral for Whorf ; this 

means, grammar conditions experience. 

Whereas for Bernstien is circular; the social 

structure conditions linguistic behavior, and this 

reproduces social structure. However, Whorf 

did not deny the influence of society on 

language. Thus he asks “Which was first: the 

language patterns or the cultural norm? In main 

they have grown up together, constantly 

influencing each other “(1956, 156) . The 

Whorfian thesis of the language–bound 

experience of speakers is available in 

Bernstien‟s distinction between restricted and 

elaborated speech codes (cf. Sapir 1971a). The 

similarities between Bernstein and Whorf are 

also mentioned in Gumperz‟s and Hymen‟s 

introduction to Bernstein. Thus one can read 

there: “Bernstien places his work in relation to 

that of Whorf. Whorf, of course, did not 

consider the form of social relationships, or 

differences in function within a single language. 

He did, however, specify that it was not a 

language as such but rather a consistent active 

selection of its resources, a „fashion of 

speaking‟ that was to be studied. Bernstein‟s 

delineation of communication codes can be 

seen as giving Whorf‟s insight new life and 

sociological substance”  (Gumperz and Hymes 

1972, 471). Empiriecally, Whorf‟s and 

Bernstein‟s hypotheses deal with the 

demonstration of a dependency relationship 

between language and thought on the one hand, 

and language and social structure on the other. 

But because Bernstein instigated a crucial 

impetus to research into the problems of 

language behavior specific to social classes, the 

author discusses in the next section some of 

Bernstein‟s relevant works.  

 

Language and Social Behavior 

 

Bernstein's critical idea of the importance of 

language for the process of learning the rules of 

social behavior has a manifestly sociopolitical 

origin. For Bernstein the existence of speech 

variation within a society is caused by 

economically wealthy people who are seen as 

the privileged social class that determines 

different uses of speech in such a way that the 

class with a versatile verbal repertoire can attain 

more privileges than speakers with a limited 

verbal repertoire; i.e., the middle and upper 

classes than the lower class (cf. Gumperz and 

Hymes 1972). This, in turn, means that 

underprivileged groups can only be socially 

successful if they acquire the particular 

linguistic ability which is controlled by the 

norms of the dominant class through 

educational institutions, newspapers, television, 

etc., and whose language is considered the 

standard language. The standard language then 

becomes the speech variety of a language 

community which is legitimized as the 

obligatory norm for social intercourse in that 

society. The act of legitimizing a norm, said 

Dittmar (1976), is effected by means of value 

judgements which have a sociopolitical 

motivation. In addition to the standard, speech 

varieties exist in all societies which can be 

termed dialects in the case of regional variation, 

or sociolects in the case of social variation. 

These regional and social variants frequently 

cause their speakers to be given a lower social 

valuation which is measured by the norms of 

the supraregional and more highly valued 

standard variety. 
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For Bernstein, the linguistic performance, as 

demanded by the speakers of the dominant 

social class, determines the standard variety, 

and thus the recognition and approval of speech 

behavior, and so decides the normative scale of 

valuation according to which other speech 

varieties can be described as deficient. 

Bernstein describes the speech of the dominant 

(middle) class as „elaborated‟ and that of the 

lower class as „restricted‟. 

 

Unlike elaborated speakers, restricted speakers 

lack the verbal repertoire that guarantees their 

success in the society. The speech of the middle 

class thus represents a mechanism of selection 

which acts as a social filter in controlling social 

privileges through speech form (cf. Dittmar 

1976). 

 With his „restricted‟ and „elaborated‟ speech 

codes, Bernstein principally equates social 

privileges with greater self-expression, and 

social disadvantage with poorer speech. In fact, 

the social inequality between classes is due to 

economic-political dominance. 

 

Bernstein's Original Concepts 

 

Like de Saussure, Bernstein in his essays (1965; 

1967) distinguishes between language and 

speech. Language, as an abstract linguistic rule 

system, represents a code; while speech 

signifies an activity (performance, verbal 

strategy) engaged in during actual speech 

encounters aiming at transmiting information 

by varying the application of the roles of the 

code. According to Bernstein, the code is 

capable of producing different speech codes 

which are realized through the system of social 

relationships (cf. Bernstein, 1967: 126). The 

first term that was adopted by Bernstein for 

„speech codes‟ was „sociolinguistic codes': 

“The concept of sociolinguistic code points to 

the social structuring of meanings and to their 

diverse but related contextual linguistic 

realizations” (1971a). According to Bernstein , 

the sociolinguistic codes are to be understood as 

linguistic planning strategies which are realized 

systematically as speech form independent of 

the individual contexts, but in certain respects 

they imply varying linguistic capabilities on the 

part of their speakers; in other respects they 

express varying speech capabilities that depend 

on contextual constraints , whether this is due to 

the varying modeling competence of the 

speakers, or rather to their varying fluency in 

performance, was not clear because Bernstein 

himself gave no answer to this . He writes “The 

codes refer to performance …" (1972b: 475), 

whereas in (1971a) he identifies them with “the 

deep structure of communication”. The speech 

/sociolinguistic codes, said Dittmar (1976), are 

presumably to be taught of as existing on a 

level between competence and performance. 

Taking Houston‟s term (1970) , this level could 

be called systematic performance". The speech 

codes become manifest in „elaborated‟ and 

„restricted speech forms'. The conceptual unity 

of the speech codes can be grasped by the term 

„range of alternatives‟ which is relatively large 

for the middle class and small for the lower 

class. In this sense, the middle class tends to 

realize more alternatives they the lower class; 

e.g., in elaborated speech (cf. Dittman, 1976). A 

restricted speech code can be used by a speaker 

when he uses only part of the structural 

linguistic possibilities, and cannot correctly 

verbalize complex trains of thought or logical 

relationships. Frequently he has to resort to 

nonlinguistic signs in order to convey the 

message he has in mind. As a result, according 

to Bernstein (1971a), speakers of the restricted 

speech code can only bring about inadequate 

mental operations, and then can be identified as 

belonging to the lower class. In comparison, the 

speakers of the elaborated speech code are able 

to express complex relations with their 

environment, to solve conflicts and problems 

and to pass on personal emotions and 

intentions. For the middle class speaker, the 

lower class speech behavior is characterized by 

repetitions and incoherent argumentation. The 

speakers of the restricted code think, according 

to Bernstein, in a concrete rather than abstract 

manner. Unlike the elaborated, the restricted 

speech code can, in relation to lexical and 

syntactic options, be largely predictable. 

Judging by the criteria of verbal planning, one 

is dealing with an „elaborated‟ speech code, “if 

it is difficult to predict the syntactic options or 

alternatives a speaker uses to organize his 

meanings over a representative range of 

speech” (Bernstein 1967:57). 
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The ‘Circularity Principle’ of the Speech 

Codes  

Oevermann explains in his book (1970:183-

2005 in Dittman 1976) how the „circularity 

principle‟ of the codes is formed. He says that 

A speaker of the elaborated or restricted speech 

code selects via the specific planning strategies 

peculiar to him (high v. low level of planning ) 

from syntax and lexicon in such a way that 

restricted or elaborated speech forms become 

manifest . The feedback process lies in the fact 

that the social structure itself is again stabilized 

by the speech forms. According to Dittmar, in 

order to specify the relationship between the 

speech codes “we can imagine elaborated and 

restricted speech forms as two sets of 

communicative symbols, such that the 

elaborated incorporates the restricted as a 

subset. This means that everything which is 

expressed in the restricted room can also be 

realized in the elaborated form; the reverse, 

however, is not possible. In other words, 

elaborated speakers can also express themselves 

in the restricted form, thought the restricted 

speakers cannot do so in the elaborated from. 

At the same time this inclusion relation makes it 

clear that restricted speech is limited compared 

with elaborated speech” (Dittman, translated ed. 

1976, London: Edward Around publishers, ed.: 

12-13). 

 

The Justification of the Restireted and 

Elaborated speech Codes 

Bernstein regards Durkheim's division between 

mechanical and organic solidarity as 

substantiating his deficit hypothesis that 

members of the lower class are status-oriented 

and dependent upon a maximum of reciprocal 

mechanical solidarity; linguistically , this is 

manifested in reassuring solidanity strereotypes 

and in a rapid but not very qualified speech 

form : Sapir and Whorf (cf. Bernstein 1956; 

1971a , 1972b) Strengthen Bernsteins's initial 

view that "language powerfully conditions all 

our thinking about social problems and 

processes…" (Sapir quoted in Bernstein 1965) . 

Sapir-Whorf's relativity thesis is transposed by 

Bernstein in a weakend analogy to the stratified 

English social structure. In so doing he is 

appling the relativity thesis of exotic language 

communities to his own (cf. Ditterar, 1976) . 

 

Bernstein regards Luria's and Wygotsky's 

psychological theory as relevant for acquiring 

language. According to the theory , situations 

and events in the speakers' external 

envioriument are transformed by way of verbal 

planning strategies into manifest linguistic 

utterances : "The speech system…, itself a 

function of the social structure, marks out 

selectively for the individual what is relevant in 

the environment . The experience of the 

individual is transferred by the learning which 

is generated by his own apparently voluntary 

acts of speech" (Bernstein 1964b56). 

 

In addition to the influence of the above-

mentioned psychologist, Bernstein's claim that 

children of the lower class use concrete 

meanings and those of the midde class abstract 

meanings is based on the psychologist Piaget, 

who has differentiated in the psychological 

development of the child between 'concrete' and 

'formal' operations (Bernstein quoted in Hymes 

1964a:256) . Piaget subdivides the development 

of the child into 'pre-operational', 'conerete-

operational' and 'formal-operational stages of 

thinking. These three stages are described as 

cognitive universal features (cf. Ginsbung, 

1972:127-9). Bernstein supports the theory, 

borrowed from Piaget, that lower-class children 

remain at the stage of concrete operations. This 

would mean that they are limited in their 

cognitive capabilities. Empirically, it had not 

been possible to give sufficient proof of 

differences specific to social class in the 

cognitive development of children (cf. Ginsburg 

1972:75-239). 

 

Bernstein was also influenced by Malinowki 

(1923), who in his opinion had shown that 

circumstances could give rise to a simplified 

syntax and a limited lexicon. Bernstein appears 

to derive a supporting angument for the 

concrete speech of the lower class from the 

tendency of primitive' speakers to gear their 

language completely to concrete linving 

conditions. In concluding this section, the 

author of this paper agrees with Dittmar (1976) 

in saying that Bernstein attempts to use 

extremely heterogeneous fragments, from 

works of various authors with very different 

scientific intentions, in order to support his own 

theory of the existence of two different speech 

codes and their social implications. Bernstein's 
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argument, which disregards contradictions, has 

the advantage of making his conception 

difficult to criticize. With regard to his sources, 

it seems that Bernstein does not want to commit 

himself to a particular standpoint. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Concurring with N. Dittmar (1976) , the author 

of this paper considers the following aspects to 

be characteristic of Bernstein's ideas of the 

different speech codes. The 'elaborated' speech 

code provides access to social privileges, 

whereas the 'restricted' speech code prevents 

this ; the difference between the selaborated' 

and 'restricted' codes isprecisely the deficit 

which prevents the social success of 'restricted' 

speakers. In addition , the social structure 

intervenes between language as a rule system 

and speech as performance, and determines 

specific speech codes by way of specific 

planning strategies. The 'elaborated' speech 

code is to be found in the middle class, the 

'restricted' code in the lower class, characteristic 

of Bernstein's ideas is that the speech codes 

have social , psychological and linguistic 

correlates. They are difined by their lexical and 

syntactic predictions. 

 

Bernstien's theoretical concepts imply that a 

close correlation exists between speech and 

thinking. A linguistic deficit implies at the same 

time a cognitive deficit, and differences in the 

communicative behavior of speakers are not 

established from speech acts but from the 

predictability of linguistic sequences. And 

linguistic, not socio–economic, differences that 

are blamed for social inequality. 

 

Finally, social inequality for Bernstein can be 

compensated by raising the standards of speech. 

Bernstein's work is now regarded ass a 

contribution to research into the communicative 

competence of speakers. 
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