
The Significance of Phonetic Style
in Constructing Social Meaning

Robert J. Podesva
Stanford University

Podesva 2

Central Claims

When studying the social meaning of variation…

• We must consider the phonetic details
differentiating one token from another.

• We must examine the interaction of
sociolinguistic variables.

Analyses looking only at categorical patterns for
single variables may fail to capture the full
range of social meanings encoded in variation.
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Phonological Variation, Traditionally

• A variable comprises a finite number of variants.
• Phonetic variation within a category of variant is

disregarded.
• The meaning of variation, if considered, derives from

the frequency with which a variant occurs.
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Deriving Social Meaning

Problem with the Frequency Approach

We can socially evaluate single tokens
without computing frequencies online.

Proposal

Meaning attaches to the token, provided that
it is sufficiently salient.

The Social Meaning of Variation
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Two Types of Salience

1. Categorical Salience
Salience is determined by the frequency with which a given
category of variant occurs.
Infrequent variants are more salient than frequent variants.

Salience is determined by a community’s ideological
associations with a variant.

Stereotypical variants are more salient.

2. Phonetic Salience
Salience is determined by a variant’s phonetic characteristics.
Variants exhibiting acoustic extremes are more salient than those with
average acoustic values.
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The Social Meaning of Variation

• The meaning attaching to a variant, divorced of
context, is vague or underspecified.

• This vague meaning is a product of a speaker’s
history with a variant (iteration in Derrida 1988).

• Vague meaning allows a single feature to participate
in constructing different styles (indirect indexicality in
Ochs 1992).
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From Vague to Vivid

The meaning of a variant becomes more fully
specified when it is uttered, depending on…

• The discourse context in which it appears.

• Its phonetic delivery.

• The other linguistic features with which it
occurs.

The Social Meaning of Variation
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Speaker Population

Released Stops and the Meaning of Variation

Released stops index competence and precision
through their associations with education (e.g.,
Bucholtz 1996, Benor 2001, Campbell-Kibler 2005).

Released stops and other hyperarticulate forms
index gay identity (Walters 1981, Barrett 1997).

Description of the Study

gay professionals
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Intraspeaker Variation

Variation across Situations
Linguistic features as resources for managing
personae in different settings

Self Recordings

Focus of this Talk: Heath
Gay white male in mid-twenties
Medical school student (psychiatry)
Exhibits considerable stylistic range

Description of the Study
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Linguistic Features

Segmental Phonology

realization of (-t/d)

Prosodic Phonology

declarative intonation

Voice Quality/Phonation

falsetto

Description of the Study Podesva 14

Outline of Talk

1. The Social Meaning of Variation

2. Description of the Study

3. Segmental Variation

4. Prosodic Variation

5. Variation in Phonation

6. Style and the Emergence of Personae

Segmental Variation Podesva 15

(-t/d)

Deleted
My mom’s boyfriendØ loves it.

Released

Uh I was thinking S1 and S2 would be, would be a little bit[t!],
longer, th- the distance between them.

Other
It’s just not good[d"].

No, okay, so you got[#] a little while to get practicin’ again, huh?

You’re just, just, not[$] original at all.

Segmental Variation
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Analysis

• Categorical (VARBRUL) Analysis
– Realizations: deleted, glottal(ized), flapped, palatalized,

unreleased, released
– Internal factor groups: preceding and following context,

morphological affiliation, preceding vowel, intonational
phrasing, lexical type

– External factor groups: speaking situation, addressee,
addressee gender

– Models created for deleted and released variants

• Phonetic (Acoustic) Analysis (for stop release bursts)
– Duration (relative to stressed vowel in same foot)

– Peak Frequency (based on LPC spectrum, 10 ms window)

– Intensity (relative to preceding vowel intensity)
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Categorical Patterns

Segmental Variation

p ! 0.048p ! 0.03
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The Social Meaning of Deletions

• The deleted variant is the most common (-t/d)
variant in Heath’s speech, so it lacks categorical
salience.

• In spite of its high frequency, the variant may carry
some meaning, due to its ideological salience (as
evidenced by its having an orthographic
representation, e.g., olÕ timer).

• Its higher frequency at the barbecue is consistent
with past findings correlating it with relatively less
attention paid to speech.

• Meaning: ‘informal’

Segmental Variation
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The Social Meaning of Releases

• The released variant is the least common variant of
(-t/d), giving it categorical salience.

• Previous research suggests a relationship between
released stops and performing competence and
precision (Bucholtz 1996, Benor 2001, Podesva et al.
2002, Eckert 2005, Campbell-Kibler 2005).

• The data here support this interpretation, as Heath
uses released stops more frequently when meeting
with a patient than when talking with his friends.

• Meaning: ‘competent’
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Phonetic Patterns

Segmental Variation

Bursts, though less frequent, are stronger at the barbecue.

• Longer bursts (relative to stressed vowel duration).

• Louder bursts (relative to preceding vowel intensity).
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The Social Meaning of Strong Bursts

• Even though Heath’s release bursts are less frequent
at the barbecue, they are stronger when present.

• The mapping between linguistic form and meaning is
elastic and subject to reworking (bricolage in Hebdige
1979).

• Strong bursts index an extreme version of the
conventional ‘precise’ meaning of bursts: ‘prissy.’

• Strong bursts are part and parcel of Heath’s
construction of a ‘diva’ persona.

Segmental Variation
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Release Bursts in Context

• The discourse function of an utterance containing a
variant (marked by a particular phonetic quality) can
help imbue the variant with meaning.

• Using a release burst to express prissiness:

Oh my God[d!] . I haven’t had Hi-C since, like, like,
like at a junior high school party or somethin’.
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Heath’s Pre-Burst Vowel Space
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The Phonetic Performance of Diva

• In some situations, Heath likes his clothes to
be pressed just so, his hair to be styled just so,
and his vowels and stop release bursts to be
pronounced just so.

• These social and linguistic practices combine
to construct the diva persona.

Segmental  Variation
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Summary of Segmental Variation

Categorical Patterns

• Heath uses deletion more commonly when
speaking with his friends (informal).

• Heath uses released stops more commonly
when speaking with his patient (competent).

Phonetic Patterns
• Heath uses stronger release bursts (even

though bursts are in general less frequent)
when speaking to his friends (prissy).

Phonetic properties can be played with to rework a
variant’s conventional meanings.
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Declarative Intonation

Falling

It’s pretty similar to a CAT-scan.

Rising

They didn’t really make friends with, like, the Americans.

Level

 So I felt kinda bad.

Prosodic Variation
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Analysis

• Categorical Analysis
– Realizations: falling, rising, level

– Internal factor groups: syntactic structure, speaker of
preceding and following turn, finality

– External factor group: situation

• Phonetic (Acoustic) Analysis
– maximum and minimum f0

– f0 range

– duration of rise, fall, or level

– f0 slope
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Categorical Patterns

Prosodic Variation

Significantly more rising contours when meeting with patient
(df = 4, !2 = 11.59, p ! 0.025).
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The Social Meaning of Rising Intonation

• The rising variant is a relatively uncommon variant,
giving it categorical salience.

• Previous research suggests that the rising contour
indexes uncertainty and tentativeness (Lakoff 1976); a
polite challenge or desire to continue discourse
(McConnell-Ginet 1983); encouragement of group
involvement in a sorority (McLemore 1991).

• Meaning: ‘non-threatening’

Prosodic Variation
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Rising Contours in Context

Explanation
• Ahh, MRI stands for magnetic resonance imaging.

• What causes your tremors and stuff like that is the decreased
dopamine in your brain, the decreased amount of that chemical.

• Um, bu-, so what we do is give you the Levidopa and
Carbidopa.

• It checks your reflexes.

Permission/Warning
• Alright, I'm gonna ask you some questions.

• Um, but I'm just gonna do a quick exam.
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Phonetic Patterns

• No significant difference in the phonetic
character of the rising contours, in spite of
their appearing more frequently in the
meeting with the patient.

• Categorical salience is sufficient.
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Phonetic Patterns for Falling Contour

Prosodic Variation

The values for each of the four acoustic dimensions,
are higher at the barbecue than either of the other
two situations.

Significantly higher for all four acoustic measures at the barbecue than either the phone conversation or
the meeting with a patient (with p values of at most 0.003 for each pairwise comparison).
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The Social Meaning of
Acoustically Extreme Falls

• Heath’s falling contours appear equally commonly
across situations, but are more acoustically extreme
at the barbecue.

• Previous research observes the use of high f0 levels in
displays of animated emotions like happiness and
anger, but not in less animated emotions like sadness
and neutrality (Scherer 1974, Pell 2001).

• Meaning: ‘animated’

• Acoustically extreme falls are a component of
Heath’s ‘diva’ persona.
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Acoustically Extreme Falls in Context

Offering an Opinion

• Ooh, ooh, a little vent thing.  Oh cool.  I like it.
I’m so excited about your little vent thing.

• There’s a cute little park.

Expressing Ideas about Grooming
• It’ll survive with salon quality hair gel in it.
• You wanna rotate your shampoos. What’s the

matter with you?
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Summary of Prosodic Variation

Categorical Patterns

• Heath uses rising contours more commonly
when speaking with a patient (non-
threatening).

Phonetic Patterns
• Heath uses acoustically extreme falls when

speaking with his friends at the barbecue
(animated).

Meaningful phonetic variation can arise where no
categorical variation occurs.

Prosodic Variation
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Falsetto

• Falsetto phonation is characterized by tightly
adducted vocal folds stretched lengthwise,
which gives rise to rapid vocal fold vibration.

• Resulting f0 = 220 Hz to 440 Hz (Svec et al.
1999).

• Compared to average adult male f0 of
approximately 100 Hz (e.g., Eady 1982).
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Falsetto Example

Variation in Phonation
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Analysis

• Categorical Analysis
– Realizations: falsetto or modal

• Phonetic (Acoustic) Analysis
– maximum f0

– duration of falsetto

– f0 range

– f0 slope
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Categorical Patterns

Variation in Phonation

Falsetto appears more frequently at the barbecue.
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Falsetto in Context

Yelling
Ahh! Stop it!

Expressing surprise or excitement
I’m so excited about your little vent thing!

Offering evaluative commentary
You people are just so screwed up!

Enlivening a direct quotation
Like, ‘I haven’t studied for an hour now.’

Engaging the audience when telling a narrative
And this other kid, like, two minutes later, has a little gun,
completely separate area.

Variation in Phonation
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The Social Meaning of Falsetto

• Heath uses falsetto more frequently at the barbecue,
though in general the feature is relatively uncommon
(categorically salient).

• The discourse contexts of falsetto tokens suggest that
falsetto has ‘expressive’ connotations.

• This meaning is consistent with previous studies
observing use of falsetto by mothers in child-directed
speech (Blount and Padgug 1976) and Latina girls to
express opposition when playing games (Goodwin et
al. 2002).
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Phonetic Patterns

The values for each of the three acoustic dimensions,
are higher at the barbecue than either of the other
two situations.

Variation in Phonation

Significantly higher for all three  acoustic measures at the barbecue than either the phone conversation or
the meeting with a patient (with p values of at most 0.002 for each pairwise comparison), except for the

difference between the barbecue and phone conversation (which was statistically suggestive at p ! 0.07).
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The Social Meaning of the Scalar
Phonetic Properties of Falsetto

• While the use of the feature indexes
‘expressive,’ the level of the phonetic values
indexes the degree of expressiveness.

• The acoustically extreme falsetto at the
barbecue indexes extreme expressiveness,
which can aid in constructing the diva
persona.

• The moderate acoustic levels in the meeting
with the patient may index a restrained sort
of expressiveness.

Variation in Phonation
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Falsetto in the Meeting with a Patient

• Falsetto appears nearly exclusively (14 out of
15 tokens) on the discourse markers okay and
alright, usually preceding a command.

• Heath uses falsetto to put his patient at ease.

• Acoustically restrained falsetto enables Heath
to perform expressiveness without overdoing
it.
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Summary of Variation in Phonation

Categorical Patterns

• Heath uses falsetto more commonly at the
barbecue to perform expressiveness.

Phonetic Patterns

• The phonetic properties characterizing
falsetto index the degree of expressiveness,
such that Heath is very expressive at the
barbecue and less so with his patient.

Variation in Phonation

Phonetic variation can index the same meaning as
categorical variation, but gradiently.
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Style and the Emergence of Personae
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Phonetic Style

• Since the enterprise of investigating the social
meaning of variation is a new one, researchers tend
to look at single variables.

• However, most scholars agree that styles are clusters
of multiple linguistic features (Ervin-Tripp 1972).

• In this talk, we have seen that individual variants
have vague meanings on their own.

• Social meanings become more vivid when one
considers the interaction of variables.
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formal
infrequent -t/d
deletion

expressive
(restrained)
weak falsetto with
limited distribution

competent
frequent released -t/d

non-threatening
frequent rising intonation

on  declaratives

The Linguistic Features of ‘Caring Doctor’

CARING

DOCTOR
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The Linguistic Features of ‘Diva’

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

Style and the Emergence of Personae

Podesva 52

The Diva Persona

• ‘Diva’ refers to a person, usually a woman,
who is characterized simultaneously by
beauty (achieved through talent and/or
appearance) and off-putting superiority.

• In certain situations, Heath has an attitude,
uses profanity frequently, and does not shy
from expressing his opinions.  He is also
image conscious, wearing eye-liner and blush
when going out and forbidding everyone
from touching his hair.
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Constructing the Diva Persona
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Conclusions

• An approach which takes into account the phonetic
details characterizing variants can bring to the
surface a rich palate of meanings that cannot be
accessed through considering only categorical
variation patterns.

• Phonetic variation encodes distinct meanings from
categorical variation at all three levels of
representation (segment, prosody, phonation).

• Personae emerge from the interaction of variables.
• These personae are linguistically differentiated by the

sociophonetic implementation of variables.


