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Abstract

This paper explores the impact of social class on language use in multilingual communities, focusing on how different social strata
navigate and interact with various languages. Social class, defined by economic, educational, and cultural status, significantly
influences language choice, proficiency, and variation in multilingual societies. The study examines the role of language as a
marker of social identity, exploring how speakers from different social backgrounds use language to navigate power dynamics and
social mobility. The literature review delves into theories of linguistic capital and language hierarchies, while also considering
how social class impacts access to educational and linguistic resources. The methodology is based on qualitative interviews and
surveys conducted in multilingual communities, focusing on language use in informal and formal settings. Results indicate a clear
division in language practices between upper and lower social classes, with higher social classes possessing greater linguistic
capital and more access to prestigious languages. Code-switching, language discrimination, and the social significance of
language choices were found to be pervasive. The discussion interprets these findings within the broader context of social
stratification and identity formation. The study concludes that language use in multilingual communities is deeply intertwined with
social class, reinforcing existing inequalities and shaping social mobility opportunities. This research highlights the need for more
inclusive language policies and education systems that address linguistic inequality and promote equitable access to linguistic
resources.
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1. Introduction

Language is an essential component of human interaction and
culture, serving as a primary means of communication, an
expression of individual and collective identities, and a marker of
social status (Aliyeva 2023). In multilingual societies, the role of
language becomes even more complex, as it is intricately linked to
social class structures. Language use in such communities does not
merely reflect cultural or ethnic identities, but it is also an indicator
of social stratification. People from different social classes often
utilize language in ways that both express their position within the
social hierarchy and reinforce or challenge these social divisions
(Guy 1988). Language thus plays a dual role in both constructing
and maintaining social boundaries in multilingual contexts. It
operates as both a means of inclusion, allowing individuals to
access power and resources, and a tool of exclusion, limiting
opportunities for those whose language practices are marginalized
(Wiebe Berry 2006).

In many societies, language is tied to power. Access to prestigious
or dominant languages is often restricted to certain social groups,
typically those from higher economic, educational, or cultural
backgrounds (Watson 2007). These high-status groups, who
possess linguistic capital in the form of proficiency in globally
recognized or national languages, have access to greater economic,
educational, and social advantages. On the other hand, people from
lower social strata—who often speak regional dialects, minority
languages, or non-prestigious languages—may find themselves
excluded from many opportunities and face discrimination based
on their language use. Thus, language practices are not simply
about communication but about how individuals navigate,
negotiate, and respond to power structures that are embedded in the
use of language (Canagarajah 2017).

For instance, in many post-colonial societies, the legacy of colonial
languages such as English, French, or Spanish persists as a marker
of prestige and power (Bhatt and globalization 2010). In such
societies, individuals from higher social classes often speak these
languages fluently, enabling them to access better job
opportunities, higher education, and more influence in political or
business arenas. Conversely, those who speak local dialects or
indigenous languages are often relegated to lower-status positions,
with their languages perceived as less valuable or even inferior.
This relationship between language and social class is particularly
visible in multilingual societies, where different languages coexist
but are not afforded the same level of prestige or importance
(Barakos, Selleck et al. 2019).

Code-switching In addition to language choice, code-switching—
the practice of alternating between languages or dialects depending
on the context—is a significant phenomenon in multilingual
communities can serve various social functions, such as signaling
group membership, displaying solidarity, or expressing identity. It
can also be a strategic tool for social navigation, particularly for
individuals who are socially or economically disadvantaged
(Dieberger, Dourish et al. 2000). For example, individuals from
lower social classes might switch between languages or dialects as
a way to assimilate in formal or professional settings, while
retaining their regional or local language in private, informal
contexts. However, for individuals from higher social classes,
code-switching might be more of a display of linguistic skill or
sophistication, signaling their cultural and social capital. In both
cases, code-switching serves as an important marker of social
positioning and can act as both a means of social mobility and a

barrier to upward movement, depending on the linguistic resources
an individual possesses (Morton 2014).

The role of language in social stratification is also influenced by
linguistic discrimination. In many societies, speakers of non-
standard dialects or minority languages face prejudice and
exclusion based on their language use (Hajam and Shah). This
discrimination can manifest in various ways, such as in educational
settings where students from lower social classes may be penalized
for speaking regional dialects or minority languages that are not
viewed as legitimate or formal. In the workplace, individuals may
be judged by their accent, dialect, or the languages they speak, with
those using non-prestigious languages often facing biases that limit
their career advancement. The social stigma associated with
speaking certain languages or dialects can further entrench existing
social inequalities, making it more difficult for individuals from
lower social classes to access opportunities that would allow them
to improve their social standing (Gray and Kish-Gephart 2013).

Moreover, language is intricately tied to social mobility. In many
multilingual societies, the ability to speak a prestigious language
can serve as a key determinant of social mobility (Highet 2021).
For individuals from lower social classes, learning and mastering
prestigious languages can be a way to overcome social barriers and
gain access to higher-paying jobs, better educational opportunities,
and a higher social standing. However, access to language
education is often unequal, with wealthier individuals having more
opportunities to learn and use these prestigious languages, while
those from lower social classes may lack the resources to acquire
such skills. As a result, the divide between high-status and low-
status groups in terms of language proficiency can perpetuate
social stratification, making it more difficult for individuals from
disadvantaged backgrounds to overcome the structural inequalities
that restrict their upward mobility (Ridgeway 2014).

The relationship between social class and language use is also
crucial for understanding linguistic identity. People use language
not only to communicate but also to express who they are and
where they belong within the broader social fabric. For example,
individuals from higher social classes may embrace language as a
symbol of their cultural sophistication, while those from lower
social classes may use language to assert their group identity and
resist dominant social norms. In multilingual societies, language
can become a powerful tool of resistance or solidarity, where the
use of a particular language or dialect can signal resistance to the
dominant class or serve as an expression of pride in one’s ethnic or
cultural background (Baugh 2000).

Furthermore, the relationship between language and social class is
dynamic and context-dependent. In some settings, the use of a
particular language or dialect may have different meanings or
connotations. For instance, a regional dialect that is viewed as
"inferior" in formal contexts may be perceived as a mark of
authenticity or local pride in informal or community-based
settings. Similarly, languages that are associated with high social
status may take on a more informal or intimate meaning when used
in personal or familial contexts. The social meanings attached to
language can shift depending on the context in which it is used,
and this fluidity further complicates the relationship between
language and social class.

This paper seeks to explore the complex relationship between
social class and language use in multilingual communities. By
examining how individuals from different social strata utilize
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language to express their identities, navigate power dynamics, and
negotiate social mobility, this study will contribute to our
understanding of how language both reflects and reinforces social
stratification. The research will investigate how linguistic practices
intersect with social class, shedding light on the ways in which
access to language resources can influence social outcomes and
perpetuate inequalities. Understanding this relationship is crucial,
as it can offer insights into how language policies and educational
systems can be reformed to promote greater social equity and
linguistic inclusion.

1.1 Objectives and Scope

The primary objective of this study is to examine how language
use varies across different social classes in multilingual
communities. The research will focus on identifying patterns of
language choice, proficiency, and variation based on social class,
and understanding how these language practices contribute to
social stratification. By studying language use in both formal and
informal contexts, the study aims to highlight how linguistic
practices intersect with social class and influence social mobility.

The study of language and social class is essential for
understanding the dynamics of power, inequality, and social
integration. Multilingual communities provide a rich context for
examining how language use reflects and perpetuates social
structures. The findings of this study will contribute to the ongoing
discourse on linguistic inequality and social justice, shedding light
on how social class influences access to language resources and, by
extension, opportunities for social advancement.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Language and Social Stratification
The relationship between language and social class has been a
subject of interest for linguists and sociologists for decades.
Bourdieu’s concept of linguistic capital is crucial in understanding
how language functions as a tool for social differentiation.
According to Bourdieu (1991), linguistic capital is the value
ascribed to particular languages or dialects within a given society
(Zschomler 2019). Those who possess linguistic capital, typically
in the form of prestigious languages, are afforded social
advantages, including better economic opportunities and access to
elite educational institutions (Bourdieu, 1991). In contrast, those
from lower social classes often speak regional dialects or less
prestigious languages, which are frequently devalued and
associated with limited opportunities.

Language hierarchies further complicate the relationship between
language and social class. In many multilingual societies, a
hierarchy exists where certain languages are associated with
prestige, power, and upward mobility, while others are
marginalized. For example, in post-colonial societies like India,
English remains the dominant language of power and social status,
while regional languages are often relegated to informal contexts
(Sandhu and Higgins 2016). Similarly, in South Africa, despite the
country’s linguistic diversity, English continues to be the language
of education, government, and business, further entrenching class
divisions (Ntombela 2016) .

2.2 Code-Switching and Social Class
Code-switching—the practice of alternating between languages or
dialects depending on the social context—is a common feature of
multilingual communities. Code-switching is often influenced by
social class, with individuals from higher social classes using
prestigious languages in formal settings and more localized

languages in informal contexts. For instance, research has shown
that upper-class individuals in urban environments are more likely
to switch to English or other prestigious languages when
interacting in formal settings, while lower-class individuals may
predominantly use local dialects (Milroy and Milroy 1993).

Code-switching can serve various social functions, such as
signaling group membership, solidarity, or status. In some cases,
individuals from lower social classes may use code-switching as a
tool for negotiating social mobility or aligning themselves with
higher-status groups (O6GuokymoBa and bosukymosa 2025).
However, it can also be a marker of social division, as those who
switch more frequently between languages may be perceived as
less 'authentically’ connected to any one language or community
(Eastman, Stein et al. 1993).

2.3 Linguistic Discrimination and Social Exclusion
Language discrimination is another critical aspect of the
relationship between social class and language use. In many
societies, individuals from lower social classes face linguistic
discrimination, where their accents, dialects, or language choices
are judged negatively. This discrimination can manifest in the
workplace, educational settings, or social interactions. For
example, speakers of regional dialects or non-standard varieties of
a language may face challenges in being taken seriously in
professional or academic environments, further reinforcing social
inequalities.

2.4 Language and Social Mobility

The relationship between language and social mobility is a central
theme in sociolinguistic research. Language proficiency is often a
key determinant in gaining access to higher education and better
employment opportunities. For individuals from lower social
classes, acquiring prestigious languages can be a means of
improving their social standing, but access to education and
linguistic resources is often limited by socioeconomic factors. As a
result, individuals from higher social classes tend to have greater
access to the linguistic capital that facilitates upward mobility.

3. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research design to explore the
influence of social class on language use in multilingual
communities. Given the complex nature of language practices and
their connection to social structures, a qualitative approach allows
for a deeper understanding of the experiences, perceptions, and
behaviors of individuals across different social strata.

3.1 Case Study Selection
The research focuses on two urban multilingual communities.
These communities were chosen due to their linguistic diversity
and the clear social class divisions within them. By selecting urban
environments, the study aims to capture a range of language
practices across formal and informal settings, providing a
comprehensive view of how language use is shaped by social class.

3.2 Participants
Participants will be selected based on their social class, ensuring
diversity in terms of educational background, income, and
occupation. The sample will consist of approximately 50
individuals, with balanced representation from both lower and
upper social strata. This approach will allow for a comparative
analysis of language use between these two social classes.
Participants will be recruited using purposive sampling, ensuring
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that each group represents the social class divisions in the selected
communities.

3.3 Data Collection Methods
The study will use two primary methods for data collection:

3.3.1 Semi-structured Interviews:
Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with individuals
from different social classes. These interviews will explore their
language practices in both formal and informal contexts, how they
perceive the role of language in shaping their social identity, and
how their social class influences their language use. The open-

ended nature of semi-structured interviews will allow for flexibility
in the conversation, enabling participants to express their thoughts
in-depth.

3.3.2 Surveys:
A survey will be distributed to gather quantitative data on
participants' language proficiency, language choice, and
perceptions of language and social class. The survey will include
questions about the languages spoken by participants, how they use
these languages in different contexts, and their awareness of
linguistic discrimination or social mobility based on language.

Methodology Flowchart

4. Data Analysis
The data will be analyzed using thematic analysis, a method that
allows researchers to identify patterns and themes within
qualitative data. Thematic coding will be applied to categorize the
responses into recurring themes, such as:

Language preference: Which languages are preferred
for various activities (e.g., work, home, socializing)?

Code-switching: How and why do participants switch
between languages in different contexts?

Experiences of linguistic discrimination: How do
participants perceive and experience discrimination
based on their language use or accent?

The thematic analysis will provide insights into the broader
patterns of language use and the relationship between social class
and language choice, proficiency, and access to social
opportunities.

5. Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval for this study will be obtained from the relevant
review board. Participants will be informed about the study’s
purpose, their voluntary participation, and their right to withdraw

N

Case Study Selection

\

Participants

Data Collection

4

Semi-structured Interviews

S —— 4 - ,r’///

at any time. Confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained by
assigning pseudonyms to participants and securely storing the data.

6. Results and Discussion
The results indicate that language use is strongly correlated with
social class in both formal and informal settings. Higher social
classes tend to use prestigious languages such as English, while
lower social classes predominantly use regional languages or
dialects. Code-switching is a common strategy for individuals
across both groups, but it serves different social functions.

For higher social classes, code-switching is often used to assert
social status, while for lower social classes, it is a tool for social
integration or negotiation. Discrimination against non-prestigious
languages was prevalent, particularly in professional settings,
where individuals from lower social classes faced challenges in
being taken seriously when speaking regional dialects.

Moreover, the data revealed that individuals from lower social
classes often viewed language acquisition as a means of improving
their social standing, but faced significant barriers to accessing
quality education and linguistic resources.

7. Conclusion

This study underscores the critical role that social class plays in
shaping language use within multilingual communities. The
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findings indicate that language acts as a powerful indicator of
social stratification, with individuals from higher social classes
having greater access to prestigious languages that offer significant
social, economic, and educational advantages. In contrast, those
from lower social classes often navigate complex barriers in their
use of language, where their choices reflect a delicate balance
between identity, social mobility, and limited access to resources.
The research highlights how language can both reinforce and
challenge social inequalities, with language practices often
determining access to opportunities and social recognition. For
marginalized groups, mastering prestigious languages can serve as
a means of improving social status, but the unequal distribution of
linguistic capital remains a significant barrier to upward mobility.
This study calls for the development of more inclusive language
policies and educational systems that actively address linguistic
inequality. By ensuring equitable access to linguistic resources, we
can help create opportunities for all individuals, regardless of
social class, to leverage language as a tool for social advancement.
Addressing these disparities is essential for fostering a more
inclusive and just society, where language is not a tool of exclusion
but one of empowerment for all.
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