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Kretzschmar 2009 has assembled a wide range of evidence to show that the basic 
elements of speech (language in use, as distinct from linguistic structure) correspond to what has 
been called a “complex system” in sciences ranging from physics to ecology to economics. 
Order emerges from such systems by means of self-organization, but the order that arises from 
speech is not the same as what linguists study under the rubric of linguistic structure. In both 
texts and regional/social groups, the frequency distribution of features occurs as the same scale-
free curve: a “power law” or “A-curve”.  Speakers perceive what is "normal" for regional/social 
groups and for text types according to the A-curve: the most frequent variants are perceived as 
"normal," less frequent variants are perceived as "different," and since particular variants are 
more or less frequent among different groups of people or types of discourse, the variants come 
to mark identity of the groups or types by means of these perceptions.  In this paper, we wish to 
apply complexity theory to sociolinguistics, and to show how notions from complex systems 
enrich our understanding of speech in the Roswell Voices project, a long-term language and life 
field site in Roswell, GA. Roswell is a historic mill town, now transformed into an "edge city" of 
c. 90,000 people near Atlanta, with most population growth since 1975. Interviews across the 
generations in Roswell indicate that "Southern" dialect features are distributed in the youngest 
generation according to the prediction of the complexity model: both the overall count across 
informants and each informant’s internal feature counts follow the A-curve distribution.  These 
counts contrast with the those from older speakers. These findings suggest that we can improve 
our sociolinguistic analyses if we observe the constraints imposed by the underlying 
distributional patterns of the complex system of speech. 
 


