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The too-rigid identification of standard speech varieties with prestige and non-
standard ones with stigma has long been tempered by sociolinguists’ awareness of covert 
prestige (Trudgill 1972).  Accordingly, as DeCamp’s (1971) creole continuum model 
evolved, linguists re-evaluated the status of the basilect.  Having viewed it first as a 
repository of stigma (cf. Washabaugh 1977), they came to recognize that covert prestige 
accrues to the basilect, a consequence of its role in expressing “friendship, identity, [and] 
. . . solidarity” (Rickford 1985:155). 

 Singler (1997) makes the case that the continuum model characterizes Vernacular 
Liberian English (VLE).  However, unlike Caribbean continua, the VLE continuum’s 
basilectal end consists of speakers who are adult L2 learners of the variety.  In VLE the 
basilect is the site of greatest stigma while the urban mesolect is the primary locus of 
covert prestige.  This leads to the following question:  is it possible for basilects (and 
other low-status speech varieties) to be burdened with stigma without any covert prestige 
whatsoever?   

In VLE, the basilectal extreme is located stereotypically among rubber tappers 
and soldiers.  The present study examines variation in the speech of seven men ex-tappers 
and ex-soldiers from an interior village; it focuses on four features: 

• deletion of /s/ in word-initial /sC/ clusters,  
• substitution of /l/ for /r/ and vice versa,  
• addition of a paragogic vowel to consonant-final monosyllabic verb forms, and 
• use of the imperfective AUX de.   

The analysis distinguishes between marker and stereotype (Labov 1971, Silverstein 2003, 
Eckert 2008), arguing that a stigmatized feature is necessarily a stereotype.  
Metalinguistic evidence is presented to establish the status of each feature as stigmatized.  
The paper’s focus then becomes the manner in which tappers and soldiers negotiate the 
use of stigmatized forms—and the extent to which they are able to do this.    
 


