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Gender and Sociolinguistic Variation
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Penelope Eckert

Sociolinguistic Variation

think of language as a means of communicating referential meaning —
k, what we want, what we see. The linguistic sys-

ay as to create resources for the expression of .
attitude, social identity — without actually )

stating it in so many words. One of the subtlest of these resources is what is referred
to as sociolinguistic variation, particularly phonological variation, or what is com-
monly referred to as “3ccent.” Phonological variation, or nuances of pronunciation,
can signal important information about aspects of speakers’ social identity — about
such things as class, age, ethnicity and gender. This chapter will explore the mani-
festations of gender in phonological variation, and the interactions between gender

and some other aspects of identity.

1 begin with a very brief description of phono
a well-known instance from American English. In the midwest, as in man
the United States, the vowel in bad, ham and rag can be pronounced as [&] — the way

We generally
for telling each other what we thin

tem is also constructed in such a w
social meaning — nuances of emotion,

logical variation, taking as an example
y parts of

IR

it is pronounced in RP, or by careful newscasters in the US. It can also be pro-
nounced as a high front vowel [e] or asa diphthong [€] or even [i°], sounding much
like the vowel in beer. This variability does not change the identity of the word — it
has no effect on its referential meaning. A [hi’m] is every bit as much a smoked (or
salted) pig’s thigh as a [heml], but the difference in pronunciation carries social
meaning. The nature of this social meaning, particularly with respect to gender, is
the subject of this chapter.
The most common approach to variation is to view variables as constituting 2
continuum between “standard” and “yernacular” language. [hem] is what we call
the “standard” pronunciation in American English, whereas [hi'm] is called “non-
standard” or “vernacular.” Standard pronunciations are part of the standard language
— the variety of language that is associated with education, central government, a0
other institutions of national or global power. In opposition to the standard is what
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is commonly ¢
y called the vernacular, the language of locally based ¢
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commonly thought to have the same effect on people’s behavior, identities, etc.
regardless of age, ethnicity, social class etc. But (as emphasized by 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-
place to speak of “men’s speech” and “women’s speech” — even of “men’s language”
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 interpret gross
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 for it: e.g. women are
status-conscious or polite, men are rough and down-to-earth. Since 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 walking 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. 1 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 variables. 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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Suzar'me. Laberge (1978), builds on the importance of symbolic capital for success i
funct.lonmg i.n different parts of society. One will have little chance of succeeding 12
the ‘(‘hploma'tlc corps if one does not possess a range of knowledge that marks one as
the “right kind” of person: the right table manners, the right style of dress, the right
ways of entertaining guests, the right language. While the work of Bourdie,u focugse
on the symbolic capital of elites, this is equally true if one is to be accepted i X
peasant village or in an urban ghetto (Woolard 1985) — what is “right” dep d on
the market in which one is engaged. ; P
. F rom the start, women and men overall stand in very different relations to
linguistic markets. Peter Trudgill’s account (1972, revised version reprinted in Ath'
volume, p. 21) of gender differences in the pronunciation of English in Norwicl}j
found women overall to be more conservative in their use of almost all variables. H
§peculated that this was because of women’s exclusion from the workplace Acc;)rde
ing Eo Trudgill, because women’s position in society is generally subor.dinatc t;
men’s, a'nd t;ecause women have fewer opportunities to secure their positions through
;);:c;};a;llocr;at ;;(r:c;(s)sSi(t)iro r(:.ther abilities, they find it necessary to use symbolic means
While overall exclusion from the workplace may throw women onto symboli
means of establi.shing a place in the world, the workplace itself also has a \;ayrieto(l)(,;
ways qf consFraming women to use more standard language. While standard i’an—
guage 1s crucial to performing many white-collar jobs, it is more generally crucial to
thef kinds of jobs that Sankoff et al. (1989) refer to as “technicians of language” —
writers, academics, secretaries, receptionists. The earliest white-collar emfloy%nent
of women as teachers puts women’s work squarely in the standard language market
But outside of education as well, many women’s jobs require standard language b .
virtue of the function of these jobs as “front end” workers. Secretaries, rece gtioiisty
fhght. attendants and hostesses all make their living by representing an (’)rganip;ation ti;
its clients. In some important sense, they are part of the organization’s symbolic ca
ital. :I‘hus for women, the need for standard language is not restricted to prestigi s
or higher paid occupations. presheios
Apd w}%at qf 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 greate,r pains
to prove tbat they belong. One means for proving worthiness is meticulous attention
to symbolic capital — hence the millions made in self-help books to help professional
;Z;omen “dress“for §uccess.” The more meticulous use of standard language, by the
th;r;le tt}?:iinmal etarl)l;r;f).for success” — could make women’s speech more conservative
Margaret Deuchar (1989) argues that women’s place in society more generall
makes them more vulnerable to criticism, and that the more meticulous use 0);
stanfiard 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 (AAVE) 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
physical environment.

whose skills are essential to the well-being of our day-to-day

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

Jocal 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-

ndard language market leads women to use more standard language,

tion in the sta
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

annot understand the relation between variation and gender unless we

clear that we ¢
explore quite concrete situations. To this purpose, the following discussion will
lation, with the

examine some patterns of variation in a well-defined adolescent popu
purpose of seeing the linguistic relation between gender and other aspects of social

identity.

Belten 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- . . .
er;:t;;’ ( :lellc;;ille t(}:lla?&fhll] m(:;t social science studies, children are assigned their par
y their fathers’) socioeconomic stat :
. us. But adolescents j i
parents’ children — they are moving i i i e oo
ving into their adult identities. Th iti
arents ¢ ’ leir ies. The transition from
gne,s formzsz ft(;azi{e s O:m c'om}rlnonly begins in school, and is articulated through
icipation in the school. In Belten Hi i i
. igh, as in many high sch
across the US, two class-bas i | ’ o
-based social categories domin i
: . te discourses of
identity. Some students, primari . O ot
, primarily college-bound, partici iasti 1
! ; ate enthusiasticall h
particularly in the extracurricular i e,
sphere; others, primarily bound ,
parter 1 lere; , y bound for the blue-collar
o aitisi" rejectt t%e sc?oo}ll’s pretentions to be a total institution, and base their lives
ies outside of school in the nei i
ghborhood and in the broad
suburban area. These categori tton T oo
. gories commonly have nam di i
ot sehouts thron : es, and in Belten High, as in
ghout the Detroit suburbs in ,
. the 1980s, th
school-oriented categor il
y were referred to (and referred to th ]
e ol e o to themselves) as jocks while
gory were referred to (and referred
B o he ok conste ; rred to themselves) as burn-
a middle~class culture, ori
‘ ted to the global
s , orien global market that
the; ti:);)é aimd 1lt]s c;)lleg:l— and career-bound emphasis represents. Spending most of
n school, and engaged in the instituti ise,
i stitutional enterprise, the j
much in the standard lan D e s e vt
guage marketplace. The burn i i
e e, o e , . outs constitute a working-
e school’s downplayed vocati i
class €, engag cational curriculum b i
imizing their time in school in fa i e Tocal and
vor of in i
Imizing thel dependent engagement in the local and
The joc i
e Ii t:}l:es an}(li t}lle burn.outs, together accounting for just less than half the stu
dones In 't.sc ool, constitute mutually opposed and relatively hostile categories
territorspt sl ;O?h‘ls co}?structed through a broad range of symbolic means frorr;
o clothing, hairdo, substance use i :
musical tastes and fri i
ermitor , : X nd friendship patterns
fl eitherujlé:}x{ccoun; of these categories, see Eckert 1989). And while many geﬂple are
s nor burnouts, the importance of th i
ese two categories is und
the fact that almost all i : et 0
students in the school wh i j :
o are neither jock b
referred to (and refer t ] b themeelves. in
o themselves) as m-betw i
! een i
relation to those two categories. b and describe themselves in
Each of t ies i
oo numsl;ze cfailt)egones (115 composed of several social network clusters, and roughly
of boys and girls. The categories b i ’
. egan in late elem
two separate, and som i b
, ewhat rival, heterosexual d ing in juni
o scparate, and so val, : crowds, surfacing in junior high
pposed social categories. The jo
fi . cks and the burn i
communities of practice, based i i ) emomses to the
, in very different (and class-b
communities o in very ass-based) responses to the
oo t?lfttltt)utlon. They are distinguished not simply by their attitudes towards
T '(;Ck zfi a hrange of differences in social practice, some of them quite profound
makijn z an dl:, 'edburnouts are continually engaged in a mutual process of meaning;
Wy 1 E, ,s individuals engage among themselves in making sense of who they are
) ey’re gogether, and what their place is in the world ’
ckert an -Gi i :
the e an¢ McConnell-Ginet (199?) discuss at some length the complexities of
oot fns a.mo,ng gender and social category in Belten High. The resources and
o ju:traixrls and boys’ actions and construction of identities are radically
. women are marginalized i i
g ed in the adult marketplace, so are girls in
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the adolescent marketplace. Most specifically, boys’ actions and roles are defining of
the jock and burnout categories, just as men’s actions and occupations are defining
of the adult professional and blue-collar worlds. While a boy can build a highly
valued jock identity through athletics, a girl cannot (or could not in the early 1980s,
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 or working on his car, a girl
cannot. Jock girls can gain status only through participation in the school social
sphere — student government, cheerleading, organizing dances — all of which are seen
as secondary, or even auxiliary, to boys® varsity athletics. Legitimized activities are
harder for burnout girls to find, since there arc relatively few interesting non-school
activities open to girls. Rather, burnout girls gain status through their social 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 (perhaps even enhance)
his status as a jock, a girl who does risks not only her status as a jock but her closest
friendships. There is little latitude for jock and burnout girls to stray into 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 jock will be labelled a
“snob.” The relation between female jocks and burnouts, then, is truly a relation of
opposition and avoidance. On the other hand, the relation between male jocks and
burnouts is more one of competition around physical prowess. While the jocks
establish their physical prowess through school sports, the burnouts establish theirs
sometimes through independent sports, but more saliently through fighting 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

Virtually all of the students of Belten High speak a local version of white Anglo
American English. To illustrate the range of gender dynamics in variation, I will
focus on three vowels that show flux in this dialect: (a¢) as in bad, (uh) as in cut, and
(ay) as in fight! As described above, the variable (ae) ranges from a conservative
pronunciation [2] to a raised variant [€], so that bad sounds more like bade. (uh)
ranges from its conservative pronunciation [a] to a backed pronunciation [0}, making
cut sound more like caught. Finally, the diphthong (ay) monophthongizes to [a:] so
that, for example, right sounds like a drawn-out pronunciation of rot. All speakers in
Belten High produce a range of variants for each of these three variables. What
differs from speaker to speaker, or from group to group, is the frequency with which
they produce the different variants. In the following discussion, I will refer to raised
(ac), 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
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j [lble ] Correlatl()ns ()f thl €C ono. g varia g tt g y
ph 1 10 lcal bles wit h €1 lde] ar ld SOCH ll category as
mdependent var lables

Variable Girls Boys Burnouts Focks Input Significance
(ae) 0.573 0.438 e

(a)}'l) 0.426 0.555 o s 8(3);; gggg

(uh) — — 0.571 0437 0494 0.000

Detro'lt, a vast social landscape, and as discussed above, an important part of social
practice in t}?e urban—suburban continuum involves orientation towarc?s thO ?0012‘{
DetrmF. An important aspect of the social meaning of variables, therefor : Cltyl?
found in the distribution of uses of variants in the urban—suburl;an area %hls lt)o ke
ing of (uh) and the monophthongization of (ay) are considerably more :;dv ; ‘;C s
one moves closer to Detroit, while the raising of (ae) is more advanced as o e moves
away from Det.roit (Eckert forthcoming). Thus while (ay) and (uh) can be ane m'ove;
with urban white speech, (ae) is more closely related to the suburbs. For th'SSOClate
I refer to (ay? and (uh) as urban variables, and (ae) as a suburban .variablcls e
As shown. in table 1, these three variables show different statistical atter.
the population of jocks and burnouts in Belten High. The ﬁgures in t?)s acrgis
represent the ‘results of a variable rule analysis,’ indicating the relative rates olfS . (;
advanced. variants by categories of speakers.” Table 1 treats gender and soci L;Se .
cgory as 1pdependent variables, following a common statistical approach to ) C(;l t_'
anFl variation. This mode of analysis assumes that gender and social category m gel:) -
ship have completely independent effects on language use — that gen;gieryangm e'r—l
category are separable. Each of these three variables shows a quite different St(i):Cla
of correlation with gender and social category. In the case of (ae) and (a I;a elin
g;efnder Cf)rrelates.signiﬁcantly with the use of advanced variants, with (z/p,p(())sr;t}e,
Zéave;'ct;.1 gtl;lles Clzz;i (1)? (th; ralslixg of gae) and boys lead in the monophthongization of
bdmoms e e .OCku ‘), o}? y social category shqws a significant correlation, with
e tfd)t § in }: e use 'of afvanced variants. On the basis of table 1, one
Y fmo t0 say lt( at”(ae) is a “female marker”, (ay) is a “male marker”, and
R, uh marker. If we assume that social category and gender are
e b;n.nou? , we mlgl;ht do well tp examine the behavior of male and female
eployed o hic:ﬂsepara&te y', as sho.wn in table 2 The figures shown in table 2, and
variables. Thgre is }; l?leagu;rfdl ,qg:: tczrzerIZxd%f%rem'piCture e o the'se
rtegre. and el o e plex in e'ractlon‘ b?tween gender, social
el e e W ile the genc%er differentiation of (ae) and (ay) is
o o ong and ¢ et:)a;r y greater tban the social category differentiation, it is also
e e beta es are got snnply gender markers. Particularly, there is an
Nor omly do tome leagientgen er, social category,. and urban—suburban orientation.
i T y n the use qf the urban var{able (ay), but burnouts lead jocks
mong the girls (the jock—burnout difference among the boys is not
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i Burnouts
e 0.371 0.000
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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
ha‘ve 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

1 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 of linguistic 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 are 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 Fckert (forthcoming).
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