
Specifics of the concepts of linguistic norm and variability 
 

 

Luhansk Taras Shevchenko National University 

Corresponding author. E-mail: yevgenia.ter@gmail.com 
 

Paper received 28.08.20; Accepted for publication 15.09.20. 
 

 

Abstract. The article is devoted to the description of the concepts of the linguistic norm and variability, as well as the differentiation 

of the terms “variability”, “variation” and “variance”. In particular, the approaches of scientists to understanding these phenomena are 

analyzed, the most used definitions of them are given and the main differences between them are revealed. 
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Introduction. The language system is characterized by a 

certain set of properties that determine its functioning. 

Variability is one of them. The language system is arranged 

in such a way that each of its units functions in the form of 

one of its variants, the specifics of which are determined 

by the level to which this unit belongs. The issue of 

language variability does not lose its relevance today, as 

the language is constantly evolving and changing. 

A brief overview of relevant publications. In domestic 

and foreign science R. Bell, V. Bondaletov, A. Fill, 

J. Fishman, M. Halliday, E. Haugen, K. Henson, 

E. Isayev, B. Johnstone, S. Kisling, L. Krysin, U. Labov, 

V. Pasynok, O. Petrenko, L. Prokopova, O. Selivanova, 

I. Shevchenko, V. Zhyrmunskyi and others dealt with the 

issues of the relationship between language norm and 

variability. In the works of such scientists as R. Avanesov, 

O. Bubennikova, J. Chambers, M. Makovskyi, 

D. Shakhbahova, O. Shveitser, M. Wakelin and others the 

considerable attention is given to the search for factors of 

language variation, but this issue still can not be considered 

as exhausted. 

The objectives of the article are to characterize the 

concepts of language norm and variability, as well as to 

differentiate various terms related to these phenomena. 

Description of the main material. The existence of 

language without a certain norm is impossible, because in 

order to perform its main communicative function, it must 

become generally accepted in a separate language group. 

Traditionally, the norm in linguistics is considered to be the 

set of the most stable, traditional realizations of the 

elements of the language structure, selected and fixed by 

the language practice [17, p. 555]. 

According to S. Yermolenko, the language norm is a set 

of language means that correspond to the language system 

and are perceived by its speakers as a model of social 

communication in a certain period of development of 

language and society [8, p. 420]. 

In linguistics the concept of language norm is 

considered in two dimensions: 

1) norm as a result of historically and socially 

conditioned use of certain stereotypical models of language 

means usage [12]; 

2) norm as a result of purposeful regulation of language 

life by society and social institutions [11, p. 13]. 

The concept of norm is inherent to almost any concept 

of language. This is primarily due to the correctness of the 

individual’s choice of a particular language form. The 

norm is the choice of a certain language demonstrators in 

accordance with the criteria of communicative activity and 

its use in accordance with the requirements of a specific 

type of communicative events [15]. 

Along with the concept of language norm, there is also 

the concept of language variability. Norms of literary 

language are closely related to variability at the lexical, 

grammatical, phonological levels [9]. 

Linking variance with the concept of norm, linguists pay 

attention to the fact that each modern literary language is 

characterized not only by a certain degree of stability of 

normative realizations, but also by a certain set of variant 

means. The category of variance is very important for the 

characterization of a literary norm, and the range of 

variance largely characterizes the specifics of the norms of 

different literary languages and is the basis for 

differentiation of some historical periods of their 

development [13, p. 82]. 

Each unit of language that belongs to any level of the 

language system can vary depending on the specific 

environment. This ability of the language unit became the 

basis for understanding the concept of variability and 

variance. It follows that the variability of language units is 

their ability to be modified depending on the context [4, p. 

45]. Having studied the patterns of functioning and 

development of language more deeply, we can understand 

that the variation of the language system is its normal 

natural state, because “every language changes in time and 

space” [23, p. 38].  

In modern linguistics, the consideration of language 

variation is complicated by terminological ambiguity, 

because often the terms “variability” and “variance” are 

used synonymously. Variability is defined by scientists in 

different ways: as “partial changeability”, “ability to 

change”, “process of change” and so on. Linguists’ 

understanding of the phenomenon of variability differs not 

only in its initial theoretical preconditions, but also in the 

breadth of interpretation of the phenomenon itself [19, p. 

31; 23, p. 35]. 

In general, variability in linguistics is interpreted as a 

general social property and way of existence of the 

language system and language norm. It is a consequence of 

the language evolution and is related to its historical 

character, so the norm of literary language changes. In this 

case, the problem of norm and variability arises precisely 

in the period of coexistence of language variants, i.e. 

several different realizations of one language unit [16, p. 

123]. 

Researcher B. Abramov emphasizes that variability is 

an essential property of all levels of the language system. 

He draws attention to the fact that “on the one hand, it feeds 
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the evolutionary processes in language, and on the other 

hand, plays a major role in its functioning” [1, p. 5]. 

The scientist L. Barannikova notes that “variability 

appears both in the process of reflecting reality and 

expressing generalized mental images in the form 

perceived by the senses, i.e. in sound, and in the process of 

language functioning as the most important means of 

human communication. Variability is precisely the general 

property inherent to the very structure of the language 

system as a way of existence and functioning of all units of 

language, which reveals specific features within each 

level” [3, p. 19]. 

A separate direction of studying the language units 

variability is outlined in the research of D. Shakhbahova. 

Her analysis of the intonation peculiarities of English 

language variants makes a certain contribution to the 

development of a general theory of variability. The 

characteristics of the phonetic system of English language 

variants (English, American, Australian and Canadian) are 

given against the background of contrast analysis of 

“constant and variable” values. From the author’s point of 

view, the language system has two mutually exclusive 

characteristics that form a single whole: constancy and 

variability. The constancy of the language system 

contributes to the preservation of basic system and 

structural elements, while the language system, constantly 

changing, tends to variability, continuing to be used by 

society as a means of communication [21]. 

Variability is manifested at all levels of linguistic 

communication: from the use of language units depending 

on the conditions of communication to the speaker’s 

awareness of the admissibility of different options 

belonging to one language. Variability is especially 

obvious at the lexical level, which is the most open to new 

borrowings, although it is often manifested at other 

language levels [24, p. 12]. 

According to K. Horbachevych, the concept of 

variability should be applied to the word only if the 

material and semantic features of the language unit are 

taken into account at the same time and the word variant is 

defined as its regularly reproduced variations, which 

preserve the identity of morphological, word-forming 

structure, lexical and grammatical meaning and which 

differ either phonetically or by formative affixes. In 

contrast, variance should be considered as a consequence 

of language evolution [7, p. 3-17]. 

According to O. Akhmanova, variance should be 

understood as diversity, variety of speech, which are 

determined by the conditions of its use, as well as 

differences in social and territorial affiliation of speakers 

[2, p. 72]. 

Considering variance in the narrow sense, we talk about 

orthographic, phonetic, morphological, word-forming, 

syntactic variants. Bearing in mind the variability in a 

broader sense, one can consider the national-state language 

variants, territorial dialects within a language, various 

sociolects (by social affiliation, profession or interests), as 

well as linguistic peculiarities associated with differences 

in age and gender [20, p. 93]. 

In other words, the linguistic variance of language 

should be traced at its two levels: purely linguistic and 

sociocultural, so the study of variance at different levels of 

the language system should not be limited to the analysis 

of individual facts or their specific groups, it should be held 

within the framework of the general theory, when all the 

specificity of language units is manifested precisely in the 

interaction [6, p. 72]. 

In the history of literary language, namely in its written 

form, variance is manifested at the level of lexical, 

morphological and syntactic units. Accordingly, we can 

distinguish three groups of variants [13]: 

1) Lexical variants are modifications, parallel forms of 

existence of the same word, which preserve the identity of 

lexical and grammatical meanings, stylistic homogeneity 

and undifferentiated compatibility under any 

modifications. Within the limits of lexical variance, such 

modifications are possible: 1) phonemic composition 

(phonemic variants), 2) affixes (word-forming variants). It 

is these indicators that can influence the change of lexical 

meaning. 

2) Morphological variants include formal word-

changing modifications that do not change lexical and 

grammatical meanings and stylistic homogeneity under 

any circumstances. These are affixal variants of word 

forms with the grammatical meaning of the case, gender, 

number, time and mood. At the level of morphology, 

formal variation is possible in cases where two different 

forms can be interchangeable in the same position, while 

maintaining the same value. In contrast to phonemic 

variations within the lexical variation, which has a non-

systemic character and is present only in some tokens, 

morphological variation is a regular phenomenon. 

3) Syntactic variants are modifications of word order 

and ways of combination in phrases, sentences with 

identical meaning. All possible syntactic changes in terms 

of synchrony are clearly regulated by the language norm, 

which provides language mechanisms that ensure the 

integrity of the entire language system. 

Thus, we can consider variability as dynamics, the 

process of development and change of language, and 

variance — as a result of variability (dynamic changes in 

language), which is reflected in the language system and is 

manifested in the existence of certain language variants. 

Variability always indicates the presence of the ability to 

change. Variance is already fixed in the language, but 

variability has a potential driving force that lives constantly 

and causes certain language changes [10, p. 80]. 

Another term, variation, denotes the difference in the 

reproduction of language units, which consists in the 

change of their sound composition or structural meaning 

without losing their identity [2, p. 71]. O. Kubriakova 

characterizes variation from another point of view. She 

considers it a process and / or the result of the emergence 

in the initial unit of certain variants that modify it in one or 

another relation, or variants that do not change the essential 

characteristics and therefore do not violate the identity of 

the unit itself [14, p. 25]. 

The phenomenon of variability takes place not only in 

the internal structure of the language system, because 

almost every language exists in the form of a certain 

number of varieties, such as dialects, subdialects, territorial 

variants. These variant subsystems have their own special 

linguistic features, social and communicative functions [5, 

p. 6]. 

The use of certain variants may also depend on the 

conditions of speech: the style, genre, the degree of 

70

Science and Education a New Dimension. Philology, VIII(69), Issue: 234, 2020 Sept.  www.seanewdim.com



attention of the speaker to his or her own speech, the 

formality / informality of the situation, and so on. The same 

speakers can choose different options depending on the 

specified conditions [18]. 

Forming together a single macrosystem, language 

variants are inseparable and interdependent in their 

functioning. Therefore, the study of the functioning and 

development of language as a whole or its individual 

phenomena can not be limited to the study of only the 

standard variant of language. The more interdependent 

language variants are taken into account, the more likely it 

is to obtain reliable data. It should also be considered that 

the role of each of these language variants may change in 

different periods of history, so sometimes the appearance 

or disappearance of regional variants are not only possible, 

sometimes it is inevitable [22, p. 223]. However, this does 

not mean that the role of a language variant that has 

disappeared or emerged can be neglected, since very often 

the significance of such components of the language 

situation is quite large and must be taken into account. 

It follows that language as a functional system is 

dynamic and remains in a state of constant motion. The 

consequence of linguistic evolution is the variability of 

language units inherent to language, which at the same time 

appears as a natural manifestation of changes taking place 

in language. The reasons for the appearance of variant 

forms are determined by both internal and external factors 

of language development. From the sociolinguistic point of 

view, the variability of language signs depends on both the 

social characteristics of native speakers (social 

differentiation) and the situation of speech communication 

(functional differentiation) [18, p. 120]. 

Conclusions. Thus, we can conclude that the 

consideration of the problems of language variability and 

the correlation of different variantological terms is 

complicated by the lack of a common standard 

terminology. Most often there is either a synonymous use 

of different concepts, or the use of certain terms without 

their specification. We hold the opinion that variability 

should be called such a property of language in general and 

language norms in particular, which makes it possible to 

change the content saturation of different-level language 

units under the influence of internal or external factors 

during natural evolution. In this case, variance should be 

understood as the ontological property of language as a 

system to accumulate alternative or variant sets of language 

units, which can be characterized by the signs of level, 

degree and limits of their changes. Due to the fact that the 

language is considered as a set of its variants, taking into 

account the territorial, social and other types of 

stratification, variability, variance and variation are 

extremely important linguistic phenomena that require 

further study. 
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