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Gender and Sociolinguistic Variation 

Penelope Eckert 

Sociolinguistic Variation . 
f communicating referential m~a~lllg - 

We generally think of language ~s a m~answoe want, what we see. The linguistic Sys~ 
for telling each other wh~t we think, w :~ to create resources for the. expression 0 

. lso constructed III such a way . d ial identity _ without actually 
tern IS a f otion atntu e, SOCI . h . f rred 
social meaning - nuances 0 em f h ' ubtlest of these resources IS w at IS ~e e 

. 'ds One 0 t e s ., what IS com- stating it III so many WOI. . 1 honological varration, or . . 
to as wciolinguistic variation, partlcul;r ~ ~ variation or nuances of pronunciation, 
monI; referred to as "accent.". Phono ogica cts of sp~akers' social identity - abo~t 
can signal important informat~o~ abo~t ':~deer. This chapter will explore the maru­ 
such things as class, age, ethmcI~y aln ~ t' n and the interactions between gender 

d . phonologica vana 10 , festations of gen er III . . 

and some other aspects of Iden~lty: f phonological variation, taking as an exampI~ 
I begin with a very brief descnpt~on °E li h In the midwest, as in many parts 0 

a well-known instance from ~mencan I :~~sr~ can be pronounced as [ee] - the way 
h U 'ted States the vowel III bad, han: g. the US. It can also be pro- 
t em, b careful newscasters III di much 
it is pronounced in RP, or y[] diphthong [e"] or even W], soun mg d 't 
nounced as a high front vowel ~ ~~ as a t chan e the identity of the wor - I 
like the vowel in beer. This .vanabllt~y does ~~m is ;very bit as much a sn:oked (?r 
has no effect on its referential meanlllt~eAd~ffere~ce in pronunciation carnes SO~l~! 
salted) pig's thigh as a [h~m], .bUl t . g particularly with respect to gender, 

. The nature of this socia meamn , 
meanlllg. . in a 
the sub)' ect of this chapter. . ti n r is to view variables as consntuti gIl 

h to van a 10 . h t we ca The most commo~ approa~, nd "vernacular" language. [hem] I~ w a "non- 
continuum between standard. a . En lish whereas [hi'm] IS called 
the "standard" pronunciation III Amencan . t~ons 'are part of the standard languagde 

" S dard pronuncia I t an 
standard" or "vernacular. ta~ . d ith education, central governme~ , h t 

that IS associate w h d I'd IS W a - the variety of language b 1 In opposition to t e stan a . I glo a power. other institutions of natrona or 
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is commonly called the vernacular, the language ofIocally based communities _ most 
people's everyday language. The vernacular has local and regional features _ features 
that are muted in the standard. The closer a person's speech is to the standard the 
more difficult it is to tell where he or she is from; the closer to the vernacular, the 
stronger and more identifiable their regional or local accent. The difference between 
standard and vernacular is not abrupt, but a matter of degree. The phonetic con­ 
tinuum between [a:] and [i"], for example, offers a range of possible pronunciations 
that lie somewhere in between the most standard and the most vernacular pronuncia­ 
tion. All speakers use a range of these pronunciations, varying in their use depending 
on who they're talking to, the topic, the degree of formality, etc. At the same time, 
the range of variants that a given speaker uses in this way reflects where she or he 
falls in the social matrix. 

While the standard variety is associated with the people, settings and institutions 
of social and economic power, the non-standard variety is associated with locally 
based communities. The heart of these communities is in the working class and the 
lower middle class - in social networks based in local neighborhoods and workplaces 
(see Milroy 1980 for a thorough discussion of the relation between social class, social 
networks, and the use of the vernacular). The local vernacular has all the flavor of 
the community, and it both constructs and evokes solidarity among the community's 
members. 

Since there is a relation between such broad social categorizations as socio­ 
economic class and the extent to which one's life is based in local networks, sociolin­ 
guistic variation is associated simultaneously with broad social categories like class, 
and with nuances of local meaning within communities. For example, in a study of 
Martha's Vineyard, an island off the coast of Massachusetts, William Labov (1972) 
found a relation between the use of vernacular features and local identity. Speakers 
who identified with the local traditional fishing culture used more of the vernacular 
features than people who identified with the emerging mainland-oriented tourist 
economy. Thus, the vernacular can be associated not simply with place, but with 
quite local issues. 

Quantitative studies of correlations between linguistic variables and the social 
characteristics of speakers have shown a set of patterns that recur from community 
to community in the industrialized world. The best-known set of findings in this 
correlational enterprise has been class stratification. Predictably, as one moves up the 
socioeconomic hierarchy, people produce an increasing percentage of standard pro­ 
nunciations (see, e.g., Labov 1966; Macaulay 1977; Trudgill 1974). But while the 
study of variation has traditionally focused on socioeconomic class, it has emerged 
that gender is at least as powerful a force in patterns of sociolinguistic variation. The 
traditional focus on class, however, has led many researchers to treat gender as 
secondary, and as independent of other social variables. This is not only a result of a 
particular academic practice, but of popular thought about gender. It is traditional to 
think of gender as oppositional- indeed, the expression "the opposite sex" is the only 
ColloqUial way to refer to the other sex. Gender is commonly thought of, therefore, 
as independent of other aspects of identity as well, so that being male or female is 
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commonly thought to have the same effect on people's beha:rior, identities, etc. 
regardless of age, ethnicity, social class etc. But (as. emp~aslzed b~ Eckert and 
McConnell-Ginet in this volume, p. 484) gender practices differ considerably from 
culture to culture, from place to place, from group to group, living at the intersec­ 
tion of all the other aspects of social identity. Nonetheless, it has become common- 

, h" f " 1 " place to speak of "men's speech" and "women s speec - even 0 men s anguage 
and "women's language." Because gender is viewed as independent of other aspects 
of identity it has been common practice to generalize on the basis of observations in , . . 
a restricted population, and it has also been common practice to mterpret ~r~ss 
statistical gender differences as reflecting a pure gender effect. The use of statIstIcs 
in an area as understudied as gender can lead researchers down a garden path of 
naive assumption, encouraging them to attribute things to gender that may well be 
more closely related to other aspects of identity. One particular difficulty with a 
heavy-handed use of statistics is that explanations frequently lie in the exceptions, 
which are just the cases that statistical studies tend to ignore. 

Is Women's Speech More Conservative? 

One of the most popular generalizations about male and female speech is the com­ 
mon claim that women's speech is more conservative than men's. And connected to 
this popular generalization is a series of popular explanations f01: it: e.g. women .are 
status-conscious or polite, men are rough and down-to-earth. Smce the generaliza­ 
tion that women's speech is more conservative than men's is not entirely accurate, it 
is important to examine the ways in which it is true and false, and to consider the 
nature of possible explanations for the patterns that do emerge. . 
The patterns in phonological variation are quite heterogeneous. However, there IS 

one fairly general observation that can be made (Labov 1991). Certain sociolinguistic 
variables have been around for generations: the so-called "stable" variables such as 
the variation between ioalking and walkin', or between this and dis, that and dat. 
Women tend to be more standard overall in their use of these variables than men. 
Other variables are a reflection of the progress of linguistic change (the raising of (ae) 
discussed above is one such variable). Men are frequently more conservative than 
women in their use of these variables. As we move away from phonological variation 
to the use of grammatical variables, such as negative concord (e.g. I didn't do any­ 
thing vs. I didn't do nothing), women's usage is considerably more standard, or 
conservative, than men's. It is significant that these grammatical variables are quite 
clearly consciously recognized and stigmatized, and far more so than the phonologi­ 
cal v~riables. These differences suggest that conservatism is not an all-or-nothing 
phenomenon. A variety of explanations have been proposed for women's more 
conservative usages. 

One important factor in people's use of variation is their relation to linguistic 
"markets." The notion of a symbolic market, developed by Pierre Bourdieu and Luc 
Boltanski (1975) and extended to the study of variation by David Sankoff and 
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Suzanne Laberge (1978), builds on the importance of symbolic capital for success in 
funct~oning i~ differe~t parts of society. One will have little chance of succeeding in 
the diplomatic corps If one does not possess a range of knowledge that marks one as 
the "right kind~' ~f person: the right table manners, the right style of dress, the right 
ways of entertammg guests, the right language. While the work of Bourdieu focuses 
on the sy~bolic c~pital of elites, this is equally true if one is to be accepted in a 
peasant VIllage or m an urban ghetto (Woolard 1985) - what is "right" depends on 
the market in which one is engaged. 

From the start, women and men overall stand in very different relations to 
linguistic markets. Peter Trudgill's account (1972, revised version reprinted in this 
volume, p. 21) of gender differences in the pronunciation of English in Norwich 
found women overall to be more conservative in their use of almost all variables. He 
~peculated th~t this was because of women's exclusion from the workplace. Accord­ 
mg to Trudgill, because women's position in society is generally subordinate to 
men's, ~nd because women have fewer opportunities to secure their positions through 
occupational success or other abilities, they find it necessary to use symbolic means 
to enhance their position. 

While overall exclusion from the workplace may throw women onto symbolic 
means of establi~~ing a place in the world, the workplace itself also has a variety of 
ways of constrammg women to use more standard language. While standard Ian­ 
guag~ is cruc~al to performing many white-collar jobs, it is more generally crucial to 
th~ kmds of Job.s that Sankoff et al. (1989) refer to as "technicians of language" - 
writers, academics, secretaries, receptionists. The earliest white-collar employment 
of wome? as teachers ~uts women's work squarely in the standard language market. 
B.ut outside of ed~catton as well, many women's jobs require standard language by 
virtue of the function of these jobs as "front end" workers. Secretaries receptionists 
~igh: attendants an~ hostesses all make their living by representing an ~rganization t~ 
~ts clients, In some Important sense, they are part of the organization's symbolic cap­ 
ital. !hus fo~ women, ~he need for standard language is not restricted to prestigious 
or higher paid occupations. 

And what of women in the more prestigious occupations? To the extent that men 
dominate institutions, and particularly elite institutions, one might think of them as 
more engaged in the standard language market. However, one might also consider 
that to the same extent, men have greater legitimacy in these institutions while 
women moving into them are generally seen as interlopers, and are at greater pains 
to prove that they belong. One means for proving worthiness is meticulous attention 
to symbolic capital - hence the millions made in self-help books to help professional 
women "dress for success." The more meticulous use of standard language, by the 
same token - "talking for success" - could make women's speech more conservative 
than their male peers'. 

Margaret Deuchar (1989) argues that women's place in society more generally 
makes them more vulnerable to criticism, and that the more meticulous use of 
stan?ard language could be seen as a way of being "beyond reproach." This has 
particular meaning in the light of Walt Wolfram's findings in his study (1969) of 
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variation in the Detroit African American community. Wolfram found women at all 
socioeconomic levels to be more conservative in the use of features of African Amer­ 
ican Vernacular English (AA VE) than men. This gender pattern is overwhelmingly 
consistent, and more consistent than has been found in any other speech community. 
It is worth considering that among women in our society, African American women 
are the most subject to denigration, and that their very systematic use of standard 
language may well be a response to their greater social vulnerability. This argument 
is related to Penelope Brown's analysis (1980, reprinted in this volume, p. 81) of 
women's politeness in a Mayan community, in which she argues that women employ 
forms of politeness towards men as a strategy to avoid physical abuse. 

In the above cases, we are focusing on women's place with respect to the standard 
language market. But women are vernacular speakers as well. Nonetheless, descrip­ 
tion of the social meaning of the vernacular has commonly focused on the relation 
between the vernacular and masculinity. Peter Trudgill (1972) has argued that men's 
use of the vernacular is associated with the general value among men of the tough­ 
ness or physical prowess associated with working-class masculinity. But working­ 
class culture and the local marketplace has to do with much more than toughness 
and masculinity. Perhaps more important is the role of know-how in locally based 
networks. The vernacular is commonly associated with blue-collar professions - not 
only people who work on the factory floor, but people who keep the infrastructure 
operating: mechanics, electricians, plumbers, construction workers. These are people 
whose skills are essential to the well-being of our day-to-day physical environment. 
The vernacular is associated, then, with a range of capabilities for functioning in the 
physical world _ capabilities that include, but extend well beyond, physical power. 
And many of these capabilities are shared by men and women. It is notable, though, 
that the occupations traditionally available to, and associated with, women in the 
local market _ such as cleaning, sewing, cooking and childcare - are as essential and 
often as skilled as men's work in the equivalent market, but not equally valued. Thus 
in the vernacular market, as in the standard language market, women's pursuits are 
marginalized, hence marginalizing women's claims to social centrality. If marginaliza­ 
tion in the standard language market leads women to use more standard language, 
one might expect marginalization in the local market to lead women to use more 

vernacular. 
This relatively abstract discussion of gender and the linguistic market makes it 

clear that we cannot understand the relation between variation and gender unless we 
explore quite concrete situations. To this purpose, the following discussion will 
examine some patterns of variation in a well-defined adolescent population, with the 
purpose of seeing the linguistic relation between gender and other aspects of social 

identity. 

Behen High 
Belten High is a comprehensive public high school in the suburbs of Detroit, serving 
2,000 predominantly white students from families ranging from working-class through 
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upper middle-class. In most social science studi h' . 
ents' (usually their fathers') socio . es, c ildren are assigned their par- 
parents' children _ they are mov:;7~:1~h~:rt~~ ~u.~ ado.l~scents are not. j.ust their 
parents' class to one's own com Iv bezi . u t 1 entmes. The transmon from 
one's forms of participation in t:o~~oo~.g~~S ~~I:e~~~' :nd i~ articulat~d through 
across the US, two class-based social catezori . 19 , a~ m many high schools 
identity. Some students primaril II a egones do~~nate discourses of adolescent 
particularly in the extr;curriculIr ~;hege-bO~nd, pa~tlclpate enthusiastically in school, 
workplace, reject the school's pretenti~~; : b~:' t~l~aril~ b~und for the blue~collar 
and activities outside of school in the nei hborh 0 da mS~ltutlOn, and base their lives 
suburban area. These categories c gl h 00 and m the. broader local urban- 
high sch~ols throughout the Det~:;::b~rb:v~n n;:e;'9~~d mh Belten High, as in 
school-oriented category were ref err d s, t e members of the 
the locally oriented category were reefi tod(and(refiderred to themselves) asjocks while 

. erre to an referred to th I) b 
outs. The Jocks constitute a middl I I emse ves as urn­ 
the school and its college- and car e-c bass CUd ture, ori.ented to the global market that 

h 
. eer- oun emphasis represe t S di 

t err time in school and engaged l' the i . . n s. pen mg most of , n e institutional enterpri the i k 
much in the standard language mark t I Th se, . e JOC s are very 
class culture, engaging in the sch I' edP ace. I e burnouts constitute a working- 
. .. 00 s ownp ayed vocational . lum but mi 
mnzmg their time in school in fa f i d curricu um ut min­ 
urban scene. VOl' 0 m ependent engagement in the local and 

The jocks and the burnouts t th . 
dents in the school, constitute' "::!;ual~r :ccountmg for jus~ less than. half the stu- 
This opposition is constructed thr hY PbPosedd and relatively hostile categories. . oug a roa range of symb li c. 
tern tory to clothing hairdo subst . 0 lC means, rrom 
(fo.r a f~ll account of these c~tegori:~,c;e~s~~~~s;~~9;as~s dandh.~riendship patterns 
neither Jocks nor burnouts the im t . n w 1 e many people are 
the fact that almost all students in ~~: ::~~~f ~~ese two ~ateg~ries is underscored by 
referred to (and refer to thems I ) . b 0 are neither Jocks nor burnouts are 

I
e ves as tn- etiaeens and des ib h I 

re ation to those two categories. ,cn e t emse ves in 

Each of these categories is c d f . equal numbers of boys and gi~~P~~ 0 tseve~al s~clal network clusters, and roughly 
two separate, and somewhat rival e ca egones egan in late elementary school as 
school as full-blown opposed social 'c:r::~~::x~~ c:O~dS, ~ur:acing in junior high 
communities of practice based . .' e JOC s an t e burnouts constitute 
school institution They' are d.mt' ver~ hdlfdferent (and class-based) responses to the 

. lS mgms e not simply by th . . d 
school, but by a range of diff . .. eir attitu es towards 
The jocks and the burnouts :::~~~:.m s~~lal practlc~, some of them quite profound. 
making as individ I mua y engaged m a mutual process of meaning- 

, lVl ua s engage amon th I' . 
why they're together, and what thei; pl:c~~: :~St~: mak;~g sense of who they are, 
Eckert and McConnell G' (1995) di wor . 

the interactions among ge~d:;:t d . I lSCUSS a~ some length the complexities of 
constraints for girls' and b ,n ~ocla category m B~lten High. The resources and 
different. Just as oys aC~lOn~ an~ construction of identities are radically 

women are marginalized m the adult marketplace, so are girls in 
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the adolescent marketplace. Most specifically, boy~' actions and rol~s are definin~ of 
the jock and burnout categories, just as men's actions ~nd occupatIOns ~re de~mng 
of the adult professional and blue-collar worlds. While a boy c.an huild a highly 
valued jock identity through athletics, a girl can no: (01' c~uld not m the early ~ 980s, 
when this work was done). And while a boy can build a highly valued burnout Image 
by rumbling in the streets of Detroit, with dirt biking ~r w.orki?g on his cal', a g~rl 
cannot. Jock girls can gain status only through partICipatIOn in the s~hool social 
sphere _ student government, cheerleading, o~ganizing .dances ~ ~ll.of whlc? ~~e seen 
as secondary, or even auxiliary, to boys' varsity athletics. Legitimized actIvltles are 
harder for burnout girls to find, since there are relatively few mterestl~g no~-sch~ol 
activities open to girls. Rather, burnout girls gain status through their sO:lal skill, 
their networks, and their reputation for daring and fun. Furthermore, while a .boy 
can gain importance and popularity without good looks, a girl cannot; and while a 
boy can experiment with quasi-legal behavior and maintain (per~aps even enhance) 
his status as a jock, a girl who does risks not only her status a~ a Jock but h~r closest 
friendships. There is little latitude for jo~k and burn.out girls to str~y mto each 
other's territories - a jock girl who behaves in the least like a burnout Will be labelled 
a "slut," while a burnout girl who behaves in the least like a jo:k will be labe.lled a 
"snob" The relation between female jocks and burnouts, then, IS truly a relation of 
opposition and avoidance. On the other hand, the re.lation between m~le jock~ and 
burnouts is more one of competition around physical prowess. While the Jocks 
establish their physical prowess through school sports, the burnouts estab.lish th.e~rs 
sometimes through independent sports, but more saliently through fightm~ ability 
and urban know-how. Jock and burnout boys, therefore, represent something of a 
mutual threat, since each is recognized for a different and important aspect of 
masculine physical capability. 

Sociolinguistic Variation in Belten High 

Virtuallv all of the students of Belten High speak a local version of white Anglo 
Americ~n English. To illustrate the range of gender dyn~mics in variat~on, I will 
focus on three vowels that show flux in this dialect: (ae) as m bad, (uh) as m cut, a?d 
(ay) as in fight.l As described above, the variable (ae) ranges from ~ conservative 
pronunciation [~] to a raised variant [e], so that bad sounds mo~e .ltke bade. (~h) 
ranges from its conservative pronunciation [A] to a backed pronunclatlo? [:>], making 
cut sound more like caught. Finally, the diphthong (ay) monophthonglzes to [a:] ~o 
that, for example, right sounds like a drawn-out pronunciation of rot. AI.I speakers m 
Belten High produce a range of variants for each of these three vanabl~s. W?at 
differs from speaker to speaker, or from group to group, is the frequency With w~lch 
they produce the different variants. In the following discussion, I will refer. to raised 
(ae), backed (uh) and monophthongized (ay) as advanced (vernacular) variants. 
Just as jocks and burnouts differ in their relation to the urban area, so do the 

linguistic variables. Belten High sits in the midst of the urban sprawl that surrounds 

Gender and Sociolinguistic Variation 71 

Table 1 Correlations of three phonological variables with gender and social category as 
independent variables 

Variable Girls Boys 

(ac) 0.573 0.438 
(ay) 0.426 0.555 
(uh) 

Burnouts Jocks Input Significance 

0.371 0.000 
0.072 0.006 
0.494 0.000 0.571 0.437 

Detr~it, ~ vast social landscape, and as discussed above, an important part of social 
pract1~e m t~e urban-suburban continuum involves orientation towards the city of 
Detroit. An Important aspect of the social meaning of variables, therefore is to be 
found in the distribution of uses of variants in the urban-suburban area. The back­ 
ing of (uh) and the monophthongization of (ay) are considerably more advanced as 
one moves closer to Detroit, while the raising of (ae) is more advanced as one moves 
away from Detroit (Eckert forthcoming). Thus while (ay) and (uh) can be associated 
with urban white speech, (ae) is more closely related to the suburbs For this reason 
I refer to (ay) and (uh) as urban variables, and (ae) as a suburban ·variable. ' 

As shown in table 1, these three variables show different statistical patterns across 
the population of jocks and burnouts in Belten High. The figures in this table 
represent the results of a variable rule analysis.' indicating the relative rates of use of 
advanced variants by categories of speakers.' Table 1 treats gender and social cat­ 
egory a~ i~depen~ent variables, following a common statistical approach to gender 
and vanation. This mode of analysis assumes that gender and social category member­ 
ship have completely independent effects on language use - that gender and social 
category a~e sep~rable. Each of these three variables shows a quite different pattern 
of correlation With gender and social category. In the case of (ae) and (ay), only 
gender correlates significantly with the use of advanced variants, with opposite 
effects: girls lead in the raising of (ae) and boys lead in the monophthongization of 
(ay). In the case of (uh), only social category shows a significant correlation, with 
burnouts leading jocks in the use of advanced variants. On the basis of table lone 
migh~ be tempted to say that (ae) is a "female marker", (ay) is a "male marker": and 
~uh) IS a "burnout marker." If we assume that social category and gender are 
inseparable, though, we might do well to examine the behavior of male and female 
j~cks and burnouts separately, as shown in table 2. The figures shown in table 2, and 
dls~layed graphically in figure 1, paint a very different picture of the use of these 
vanables. There is a clear and quite complex interaction between gender, social 
category, a?d local orientation. While the gender differentiation of (ae) and (ay) is 
overwhelmmg and clearly greater than the social category differentiation, it is also 
clear that these variables are not simply gender markers. Particularly, there is an 
~parentT relation betw~en gender, social category,. and urban-suburban orientation. 
. o~ only do boys lead m the use of the urban vanable (ay), but burnouts lead jocks 
111 ItS use among the girls (the jock-burnout difference among the boys is not 
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. 1 . bl with gender and social category as 
h honologica vana es Table 2 Correlations of tree p 

interacting variables 

Girls Boys 
Significance Jocks Input 

Jocks Burnouts 
Variable Burnouts 

0.466 0.371 0.000 
0.611 0.535 0.386 

0.070 0.008 (ae) 0.579 0.545 
(ay) 0.483 0.336 

0.450 0.494 0.000 
0.619 0.418 0.532 

(uh) 

0.7 

0.6 
,ft7 - -- 

~ , -- ' .>. 0.5 

0.4 

0.3 

____ -+ - - - - ay 

_--l._-uh 
0.2 

0.1 

l_--------------+------------:~~:_------~b:u~rn~outbOyS o . I jock girls jock boys 
burnout glr s . f three phonological variables with gender and social category 
Figure 1 Patternmg 0 

d . I lead in the use of the suburban 
statistically significant). And not only. 0 .;lr :se among the boys. This makes a 
variable (ae) , but jocks lead burnol.u~tS tnb~rsnout affiliation and urban-ness on the 

.' ong mascu iru y, h h I the case complex assoclatlon am ., d uburban-ness on t e ot er. n 
one hand, and femininity,_i0ck affihat:::e :traightforward relation between urban 
of (uh) backing, gender glves. w~y to 
orientation and burnout affihatlon. . . these data is in terms of the overall 

Another more general way of conslder:nlg· th use of all three variables, and , . I d h . ock glr s in e accent. The burnout girls ea t e ) 
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indeed they lead the entire population in the use of (ae) and (uh). This means that 
their local accent is the strongest of all the four categories of speakers. Following the 
burnout girls in the localness of their overall accent are the burnout boys. However, 
the burnout boys' extremely low values for the suburban variant (ae) leave them with 
a specifically urban accent. The jocks, male and female, emerge as relatively con­ 
servative, but with the boys making greater use of the urban variables (uh) and (ay) 
and the girls making greater use of the suburban variable (ae). The jock boys' accent 
is more suburban than the burnout boys', and less than the jock girls'. The question 
of who is more conservative in this population, then, does not have a simple answer. 
But perhaps what is most striking is that the girls describe the overall envelope of 
variation in this community. The burnout girls are the most advanced speakers in 
the community overall, and the jock girls are the most conservative - if only margin­ 
ally more conservative than the jock boys. This is consonant with the observations 
from earlier studies made above. The constraints on girls to conform to an exagger­ 
ated social category type are clearly related to their diminished possibilities for 
claiming membership or category status. In Eckert (1990), I argued that to the extent 
that men control material capital, women are constrained to accumulate symbolic 
capital. Thus while men develop a sense of themselves and find a place in the world 
on the basis of their actions and abilities, women have to focus on the production of 
selves to develop authority through a continual proof of worthiness. Thus the jock 
and the burnout girls are continually working on their jockhood and their burnouthood, 
refining and elaborating their mutual differences, focusing on being good jocks or 
burnouts, just as later in life they will no doubt be focusing on being good mothers, 
wives, friends - focusing on how they are, while their male peers will be focusing on 
what they do. 

Conclusions 

One important lesson from these correlations is that across-the-board differences 
taken alone can seriously misrepresent the social meanings of variables. We clearly 
cannot talk about gender independently of other aspects of social identity, as no 
variable correlates simply with gender or social category. The major generalization in 
Belten High seems to be that girls are putting these phonological resources to greater 
use than the boys, as the greater social polarization between jock and burnout girls 
emerges in a greater linguistic polarization as well. This view of gender and variation 
can lead to a generalization, but not a generalization that would yield a consistent 
male-female difference across the board that would allow statements such as "women 
are linguistically more conservative than men." Rather, the generalization is likely to 
have more to do with women's greater use of symbolic resources to establish member­ 
ship and status. And since the communities of practice in which women are seeking 
status vary widely, the particular linguistic nature of these symbolic resources will 
vary widely as well. 
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NOTES 

For a more thorough discussion of these and other variables in the same community, see 

Eckert (forthcoming). 
2 The variable rule program, in this case Goldvarb, a multiple regression package for the 

analysis oflinguistic variation, is described in Rousseau and Sankoff (1978). The numbers 
shown in the tables and figure are probabilities of the occurrence of vernacular variants, 
within the context of an overall probability of occurrence in the population as a whole. 
These numbers should be regarded as indications of relations among the speaker groups 
represented, rather than as absolute values of occurrence. 

3 These figures arc based on 50 occurrences of each variable per speaker, extracted from 
free-flowing tape-recorded speech. For details of the methods used in data collection and 
analysis in this study, see Eckert (forthcoming). 

REFERENCES 

Bourdieu, Pierre and Boltanski, Luc (1975) 'Le fetichisme de la langue'. Actes de fa recherche 

en sciences sociales, 4, 2-32. 
Brown, Penelope (1980) 'How and why are women more polite: some evidence from a Mayan 

community', in S. McConnell-Ginet, R. A. Borker and N. Furman (cds) Women and 
Language in Literature and Society, pp. 111-36. New York: Praeger. 

Deuchar, Margaret (1989) 'A pragmatic account of women's use of standard speech', in 
J. Coates and D. Cameron (eds) Women ill Their Speech Communities, pp. 27-32. London 

and New York: Longman. 
Eckert, Penelope (1989) Jocks and BUrl/outs: Social Categories and Identity in the High School. 

New York: Teachers College Press. 
Eckert, Penelope (1990) 'Cooperative competition in adolescent girl talk'. Discourse Processes, 

13,92-122. 
Eckert, Penelope (forthcoming) Variation and Social Practice: The Linguistic Construction of 

Social Meaning in Belten High. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Eckert, Penelope and McConnell-Ginet, Sally (1995) 'Constructing meaning, constructing 

selves: snapshots of language, gender and class from Belten High', in K. Hall and 
M. Bucholtz (cds) Gender Artirulated: Language and the Socially Constructed Self, pp. 469- 

508. New York: Routledge. 
Labov, William (1966) The Social Stratification of English in New York City. Washington, 

DC: Center for Applied Linguistics. 
Labov, William (1972) 'The social motivation of a sound change', in W. Labov (ed.) Socio- 

linguistic Patterns, pp. 1-42. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 
Labov, William (1991) 'The intersection of sex and social class in the course of linguistic 

change'. Language Variation and Change, 2, 2, 205-51. 
Macaulay, Ronald K. S. (1977) Language, Social Class and Education: A Glasgow S(U(ZY' 

Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press. 
Milroy, Lesley (1980) Language and Social Nettporlzs. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Rousseau, Pascale and Sankoff, David (1978) 'Advances in variable rule methodology', in 

D. Sankoff (ed.) Linguistic Variation: Models and Methods, pp. 57-70. New York: Aca- 

demic Press. 

Gender and Sociolinguistic Variation 75 

Sankoff D Ced , ., e ergren H. Kemp W Thib 
French: language, cl;ss, ~nd ide~log;: in \;ul~ P. and Vincent, .D. (1989) 'Montreal 
Change and Variation, pp. 107-18. Am~terd '. asold a~d I? Schiffrin (eds) Language 

Sankoff, David and Laberge Suz (1978' am. John Benjamins, . ' ouzanne ) "Th Ii .. 
non of variability', in D. Sankoff (ed ) Lin . e . mguisnc market and the statistical explana- 
50. New York: Academic Press . gutstic Variation, Models and Methods pp 239- 

T d'II' ' . 
ru gl ,Peter (1972) 'Sex, covert prestige and lin . . 
of ~orwich'. Language in Society, I, 179-95 guisnc change in the urban British English 

Trudgill, Peter (1974) The Social Differ . .' . 
bridge University Press. erentiauon oj English in Nonpich, Cambridge: Cam- 

Wolfram Walt (1969) A o . li . , ,}OClO inguistic Descripti .I'D . 
Center for Applied Linguistics. ion OJ etrou Negro Speech. Washington, DC: 

Woolard K (1985) 'L' . . ,. anguage vanation and cult I h 738-48. ura egemony'. American Etlmologist, 12 , 



;1 Language and Gender: A Reader 

Edited by Jennifer Coates 

I ) ! ~, 
j I ;'-.1 

I BLACKWELL 
Publishers 


	Eckert. Gender and Sociolinguistic Variation
	Scan_17_06_2015_1

