
 

 

                                     Is One Dialect Better than Another?    

                                              (Edward L Powe, 2020)                             

                     When people use the term “dialect” they often understand it to be a substandard way of 

speaking; however, linguists define it differently. Indeed, for the descriptive linguist, a dialect is simply 

the language employed by members of a specific group to communicate with one another. It is not a 

haphazard form of communication; but rather, like formal written language, has its own phonology, 

morphology, syntax, sematic, and pragmatic components that can be codified in the same manner that 

grammarians codify any prestigious language. 

                      Indeed, everyone speaks a dialect and If that dialect and a neighboring dialect are mutually 

comprehensible, they are typically grouped together and called a language. That is, typically a language 

can be considered to be a collection of mutually comprehensible dialects. It should be noted, however, 

that some dialects are associated with “socially favored, mainstream groups” and are thus considered 

more prestigious than others.  Consequently, those dialects that have the greatest divergence are 

viewed as “nonstandard” and often not considered socially acceptable. Moreover, they are often 

denigrated and referred to as “vernacular” varieties. Such is the case of “ebonics” spoken by many 

disenfranchised Black Americans.   

                  Instead of being considered a viable dialect of English, ebonics is often considered to be either 

an imperfectly learned standard English which needs to be corrected or, for those who cannot 

understand what the speaker is trying to say, a different language. Indeed, Spanish and Portuguese are 

typically considered to be distinct languages, even though these two forms of communication are largely 

mutually comprehensible. According to Glenn Starr, the same can be said about the languages of 

Norway, Sweden and Denmark and according to many,  Swati,  Zulu and Ndebele, all considered to be 

separate languages of southern Africa, are indeed mutually comprehensible and all can be considered to 

be dialects of Northern Nguni even though they have clearly codifiable differences. 

                  It can not be argued, however, that a given dialect or language is better than another. Rather 

it should be said that one is more appropriate than another in a given situation. Beauty lies in the eye of 

the beholder and though  some dialects may sound more pleasant than others, one can not say it is 

better. Is Spanish better than French?. Not necessarily, but it is certainly more appropriate and useful in 

Latin America.  

                In short, “the shallow-hypothesis” that argues that ebonics and other less prestigious dialects 

are imperfectly learned Standard English is false, since they are all fully developed codifiable dialects of 

English spoken by large populations . However, since they are associated with a disenfranchised 

population they have been condemned by the greater society. 

              Nevertheless, because of the very nature of language, what is considered to be “slang” or 

“jargon” today may become standard tomorrow, and this is one way how languages are lexically 

enriched. I have always argued that had the South won the civil war, our MAE would be quite different 

from what it is now, at least, with regards to dialectal prestige. Since variety is the spice of life, long live 

dialectical variation! ------  as long as it doesn’t result in complete incomprehensibility.  

 


