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Social Meaning from the Start 

  Labov’s (1963) Martha’s Vineyard Study 

 Centralization of nucleus of (ay) and (aw) 

  Patterns correlated with occupation, orientation to island, 
plans to leave/stay; but not fully captured by demographic 
categories like age, gender, and occupation. 

 Meaning of centralization: locally oriented Vineyarder 

  From the start variationists have 

  Recognized that variation is (at least in part) ideologically 
governed. 

 Drawn on correlations between linguistic practice and social 
characteristics to access ideologies. 

Structure of Talk 

  Focus on a single linguistic feature: released /t/ 

  Review of several studies, some new, examining this 
feature from a variety of methodological 
perspectives. 

  For each study, I will draw attention to 

  Insights gained from previous and current work 

 Questions raised and issues for further investigation 

1. Correlations 

a.  Occupation    b.  Leaving or Staying   c.  Orientation to Island 

(ay) (aw) 

Fisherman 100 79 

Farmers 32 22 

Others 41 57 

(ay) (aw) 

Leaving 1 0 40 

Leaving 2 0 0 

Staying 1 90 100 

Staying 2 113 119 

(ay) (aw) 

Positive 63 62 

Neutral 32 42 

Negative 9 8 

Centralization Index Scores 

Labov (1963) 



1. Correlations 

Previous Studies on Released /t/ 

  Bucholtz (1995, 2001) 
  Female adolescents used released stops as resource for constructing nerd identity. 

  Podesva, Roberts & Campbell-Kibler (2001) 
  Gay activist lawyer used more released stops than opponent in debate on public radio. 

  Campbell-Kibler (2004) 
  Guises containing released variants were rated as sounding more formal and intelligent. 

  Benor (2004) 
  /t/ releases were used by Orthodox Jews to construct masculinity via learnedness. 

  Levon (2006) 
  /t/ releases used most frequently in youth group, a context in which Reform Judaism was most salient. 

  Podesva (2006) 
  Gay men used released /t, d/ more frequently in professional contexts than social contexts. 

  Sclafani (2009) 
  Actor parodying Martha Stewart releases /t/ categorically to highlight her faux ‘good woman’ image. 

1. Correlations 

  Lessons Learned 

 The social meaning of a linguistic feature can span 
communities, indicating a high degree of 
conventionalization. 

 A feature’s social meaning is manifold and 

indeterminate (jaffe 2009). 

  Questions Raised 

 What is the nature of the relationship among a 
linguistic feature’s potential social meanings? 

 What kinds of correlations do we consider? 

The Indexical Field 

Eckert (2008) 

Enregisterment & Character Types 

  Social address (age-sex-race-
class coordinate) is insufficient. 

  Recent Studies 
  RP and the refined Mr. Round 

(Agha 2003, 2005) 

  Rhotacization of syllables and 
the Beijing Smooth Operator 
(Zhang 2008) 

  /aw/ monophthongization 
and working class, 
Pittsburgher character type 
(Johnstone and Kiesling 2008) 

  “eh?” and the Yooper of 
Michigan’s Upper Peninsula 
(Remlinger 2009) 

Agha (2003, 2005) 



2. Ethnography 

Ethnography provides 

  A window into salient social issues in a community. 

  Access to community members’ thoughts on particular 
linguistic features. 

Moore and Podesva (2009) 
  Adolescent girls in the Northwest of England 

  Townies: rebellious, anti-school orientation; engage in drug-
taking, sexual activity 

  Eden Village Girls: wear pastels and glitter, tight-knit 
friendship network that excludes boys 

2. Ethnography 

Moore and Podesva (2009) 

Conversation about Tag Questions with Eden Village Girls  

2. Ethnography 

  Lessons Learned 

 Proximity to speakers provides the researcher with both 
access to and insight into the community. 

  Questions Raised 

 Community members might be able to articulate – or 
ethnographers might be able to observe – the social 
meaning of some linguistic features, but what about less 

salient indices? 

3. Perceptual Methods 

carrier phrase:  

“from the national security advisor”  

Time (s)
0 0.490454

0

5500

Remove original /t/ variant. 

Find variants to paste in. 

flap in “dignity”          release in “university” 

Time (s)
0 0.416122

0

5500

Time (s)
0 0.53873

0

5500

Paste into carrier phrase. 

Time (s)
0 0.467234

0

5500

Time (s)
0 0.491497

0

5500

“from the national security advisor”      “from the national security advisor” 

Stimulus Pair 



3. Perceptual Methods 

Adjective Scale Politician Released Rating Unreleased Rating Significance 

Word-final 

Friendly Nancy Pelosi 3.7 4.4 p = 0.007 

Unintelligent Barack Obama 2.39 1.94 p = 0.029 

Word-medial 

Inarticulate John Edwards 2.71 3.19 p = 0.042 

Inarticulate Condoleezza Rice 1.8 2.5 p = 0.005 

Southern John Edwards 5.26 5.81 p = 0.002 

Southern Condoleezza Rice 1.55 2.07 p = 0.02 

Unaccented John Edwards 2.08 1.63 p = 0.048 

Unaccented Nancy Pelosi 3.66 4.61 p = 0.004 

Passionate Barack Obama 3.45 4.38 p = 0.001 

Sincere Nancy Pelosi 3.78 4.34 p = 0.035 

Authoritative John Edwards 3.79 3.22 p = 0.038 Po
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3. Perceptual Methods 

  Lessons Learned 
 Social meaning is mediated by listener knowledge of 

and previously held views about the speaker. 

 The social meaning of linguistic features is sensitive to 
the linguistic contexts in which they appear. 

  Questions Raised 
 How do we access social meanings that might be 

specific to particular communities of practice? 

 Do speakers exploit the meanings uncovered in 
perception tests? 

4. Intraspeaker Variation 

Speaker Professional Situation 

Factor Weight 

Social Situation  

Factor Weight 

Significance 

Heath 0.605 0.389 p = 0.048 

Jack 0.701 0.411 p = 0.039 

Regan (0.544) (0.403) n.s. 
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Podesva (2006) 

4. Intraspeaker Variation 

  Lessons Learned 

  Individual speakers exhibit systematic patterns of 
variation across situations, suggesting that they draw on 
the social meanings of linguistic variables. 

 Conventional meanings (careful, precise) can be 

recruited in creating related, yet distinct meanings 
(prissy). 

  Questions Raised 

  Is it problematic to assume that patterns of variation 
will be stable over the course of a recorded situation? 



5. Discourse Analysis 

Shift into ‘Factual’ Stance 

1.  Interviewer:  Do they think you have like a Midwestern…style or? 

2.  Soraya:  Well I don’t even know if they know if it’s a Midwestern, um, 

3.  region accent, so… They just know that I say words 

4.  differently than they do, so… 

5.  They know it’s not- it’s definitely not from the East[�] Coast[th],  

6.  because I think the East[th] Coast[th] has a very, distinct[th] 

7.  accent…and I don’t think mine comes from that.  

Nylund (2010) 

5. Discourse Analysis 

  Lessons Learned 

 Linguistic variants can be meaningfully distributed over 
discourse as speakers draw on their social meanings to 
take stances and position themselves and others. 

 Particular social meanings (factual) may be 

foregrounded by the nature of the speech activities 
(interview) in which speakers are interacting.  

  Questions Raised 

 How can qualitative analysis be combined with 
quantitative approaches? 

Issues for Further Consideration 

1.  What kinds of social meanings (stances, permanent 
qualities, character types) are various approaches to 

social meaning best suited for uncovering? 

2.  How are indexical fields constrained by the differing 

social histories of speakers/listeners, the speech event? 

3.  How does the relationship between production and 
perception bear on social meaning? 

4.  How can notions like stance, which have enjoyed 
attention in the field of discourse analysis, be fruitfully 

operationalized in quantitative variationist work? 

5.  How is social meaning linguistically constrained? 

Resonating Phonetic Structures 

Resonance at Multiple Linguistic Levels in a Speech by George W. Bush 

Podesva, Callier, and Jamsu (to appear) 



Clustering of Variables 

informal
frequent -t/d deletion

prissy

long and intense 
release bursts

precise

peripheral vowels

animated

extreme f0 values in 
declaratives

expressive
frequent, extreme�
falsetto

DIVA

Podesva (2006) 

Linguistic Style in which Features are Embedded 

Podesva (2006) 


