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Introduction

The Social Meaning of Variation

» Phonological variables as resources for
constructing social meaning (Eckert
2000, Zhang 2001).

» Meaning derives from the frequency with
which a given variant (or set of variants)
occurs.

Goals of the Talk

1. To show that the frequency with which
variables occur does carry social
meaning

2. To make the case that social meaning
is also transmitted through the
phonetic details that differentiate
tokens

3. To outline an analysis of how
phonological variables take on and
transmit social meaning
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Released —t/d

Why this variable?
* variation in consonant production

* relatively rich history of work on
social aspects of this variation

Previous Work on Released Stops

» Bucholtz (1996) — Girl Nerds

+ Ashburn (2000) — Science Fiction Fans

* Benor (2001) — Orthodox Jewish Men

* Podesva et al. (2002) — Gay Activist Lawyer

1

Together, these studies hint at a relationship
between releasing stops and performing
competence or precision.

Confirmation: Campbell-Kibler's
(2004) matched guise study
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Alternative Meaning
of Word-Final Stops

* Released stops have also been
suggested as a feature of ‘sounding gay’
(Walters 1981, cited in Barrett 1995).
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Jack p<0.427

Speech Rate Normalization

* The raw burst durations must be considered
in relation to some value characterizing the
speech rate local to the burst.

» The value should vary minimally across
various linguistic environments.

» The duration of stressed vowel (Crystal and
House 1990) is remarkably immune to the

2 2 effects of linguistic context.
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Summary of Results

Heath and Jack release stops more
frequently in their professional
situations.

Neither Heath nor Jack use peak
frequency stylistically.

Jack’s burst durations do not differ
across situations.

Heath'’s bursts, though less frequent, are
longer in the social setting.

Constructing Social Meaning

Heath and Jack

Use released —t/d to
project a professional
image. sounding more

Phonological Variables as
Semantically Underspecified

Claim

Phonological variants and phonetic qualities become
associated with the social circumstances under which
they are produced. The social history of a variable
endows the variable with some degree of meaning, with
repetition leading to greater large-scale social
intelligibility.

released —t/d

competent
precise )
intelligent Campbell-Kibler (2004)
Speakers with more
frequent bursts rated as

intelligent.




Constructing Social Meaning

Why does Heath produce longer
bursts in the social situation?

The duration of release bursts indexes not just
precision, but the degree of precision, such that

‘prissiness’.

super-long release bursts index something more like

The jump between precise and prissy
* The mapping between linguistic form and

meaning is elastic and subject to reworking
(bricolage, as in Hebdige 1979).

By adding more phonetic substance, in the form
of additional burst duration, Heath is intensifying
the conventional meaning.

Constructing Social Meaning

How do variables take on
meaning in context?

» Discourse function
» Knowledge of speaker personae
» Co-occurrence with other variables

Constructing Social Meaning

The Role of Discourse Function

The discourse function of an utterance
containing a phonological variant (or a
phonetic quality) can help imbue the
variant with social meaning.

Using a long stop release burst to express prissiness:

Heath: Oh my God" . | haven’t had Hi-C
since, like, like, like at a junior high
school party or somethin’.

Constructing Social Meaning

The Significance of Personae

Distinctiveness and Style

‘The characteristics of a style cannot be explained
independently of others.” (Irvine 2001: 22)

Heath

Heath distinguishes himself not only as a gay man, but a
particular type of gay man, one with a flamboyant diva
persona. Using stop release bursts to perform prissiness is
a means of constructing this persona.

Jack

Jack does not exploit long stop release bursts because
performing prissiness would not be consistent with his
friendly persona (or any of the other personae he
constructs).

Constructing Social Meaning

Co-occurrence with Other
Linguistic Features

Styles are built out of clusters of features,
not isolated variables, so one feature of a
style may take on meaning through its
association with others.

« Falsetto
« Extreme Variants of Vowels

Constructing Social Meaning

Falsetto

Podesva (2002) reports that Heath uses falsetto
more frequently in the social setting than in other
situations, and that the falsetto is longer in
duration, higher in fundamental frequency (f0),
and wider in fO range, patterns attributed to
Heaths performance of flamboyance.

Using a long stop release burst with falsetto:

Heath: Some kid" was gonna, shoot, what the
hell do you call those little . What do you
call those little things that, a crossbow . |
was, | was rollerblading today and some
kid’s like, I’'m gonna shoot you with my
crossbow!’ This little guy.
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Constructing Social Meaning

Discourse functions of utterances
with non-fronted back vowels

* /ol sarcastically offer an explanation
It's ‘cos he’s oldh.

* [ul express surprise
They’re cooked" already.

* /a/ act prissy

Oh my God" . | haven’t had Hi-C since, like, like,
like at a junior high school party or somethin’.

Conclusions

Conclusions

* Future Work

Do patterns extend to other gay professionals?
How does meaning arise out of variable co-occurrence?
» Phonological variables are phonetically
multidimensional, with some dimensions
participating in the construction of styles and
others not.
» Analyses couched solely in terms of frequency
of occurrence may fail to capture subtleties in
the construction of social meaning.

» Low-level phonetic details, often treated as
lying beyond the borders of sociolinguistic
relevance, may play an integral role in
encoding the meaning of variation.
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