




























5 The Local and the Extra-Local 

The speech community was, and to some extent remains, a foundational con­
cept in sociolinguistics. It has always been a problematic concept for me, per­
haps because I've been floating around in linguistic atlases and the linguistic 
continua they represent. I have always believed that the speech community is 
a convenient, even necessary, fiction - a population that analysts carve out to 
encompass the social distinctions that they're studying. But there is no such 
thing in the wild. If there were, Saint Pierre de Soulan would be a classic 
example - nice and bounded and geographically separate from surrounding 
communities. But was each village a speech community or were the six 
villages of the commune one speech community? Some of the villages were 
less than a kilometer apart, and as people moved and intennarried among them, 
one person might have houses, barns, meadows and fields in more than one 
village. People from all the villages attended the same school and the same 
church, the men hung out at the same cafe and people bought groceries at 
the same two stores. But Buleix, at the foot of the mountain, butts right up 
against Castet d' Aleu, a village in the next commune, which extends up the 
next mountain over. There were little rivalries among communes and villages, 
and each village had its own character, and the longer I stayed, the clearer it 
became that it was differences among villages within and beyond the commune 
that yielded the orderly heterogeneity that was supposed to define a single 
speech community. This is not that different from the suburban context. 

In my own suburban adolescence in Leonia, New Jersey, I developed a 
strong local identity, neatly disciplined by my Jocky participation in Leonia 
High School. But an important part of the local was Leonia's place in the 
broader suburban area, and particularly the suburb immediately to the south, 
Palisades Park, whose kids attended Leonia High School. When the kids from 
less affluent and largely Italian-American Palisades Park joined us in high 
school, class, ethnicity and geography came together, and Jersey phonology 
took on more meaning. I liked the fast Italian boys from Palisades Park, and 
I associated Jersey phonology with the things that made them preferable to 
the more vanilla Leonia boys - and with girls who snapped their gum and 
were less goody-goody than me. I associated Jersey phonology not just with 
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social qualities but with the bodily styles that went with them - adornment, 
movement, posture, facial expressions, actions. Although Leonia and Palisades 
Park are contiguous in a vast suburban sprawl, we were all acutely aware of the 
boundary between the two towns. But for the purposes of indexicality, Leonia 
was meaningless in isolation from the social continuum it was part of. So if 
any aspect of my dialect had anything to do with identity as a Leonian, it was 
the less "vernacular" end of my stylistic repertoire. Like Bergen County, New 
Jersey, the Detroit suburbs constitute a socioeconomic if not an ethnic con­
tinuum, and many of the dynamics I encountered in the spread of change there 
were certainly at work in my own high school. 

Lesley Milroy (e.g. 1980) viewed strong local networks as maintaining 
a stable vernacular, and further argued with Jim Milroy (Milroy & Milroy 
1985), that change moves into these networks through extra-local weak ties. 
Importantly, they emphasized that those weak ties needed to be numerous. 
Burnouts did not go individually to Detroit, and Jocks did not go individually 
to interscholastic events. These activities were part of their group practice, and 
their interpretation of what they encountered in those places, and of the things 
they heard there, took place jointly. A single individual going to the city and 
picking up an urban feature will not be able to bring the feature "home" unless 
it can be made sense of collectively. It is unlikely to spread from individual 
to individual, but one individual with sufficient meaning-making rights could 
bring it into his or her group. The one In-between girl at Bellen who bought the 
new fashions the minute they appeared in Seventeen magazine was an object 
of ridicule, as were the small group of people who were into punk. The issue 
is not simply that they didn't have the status to innovate, but that as a result of 
their lack of status, their innovative acts could not become community prac­
tice. When the Seventeen fashions and punk did eventually make it into the 
mainstream, it was via some larger collective contact and if anything despite 
these early adopters. I put these thoughts together in a paper I wrote years later 
for a retirement conference in honor of the very inspiring, wonderful and kind 
Ronald Macaulay. 

VARIATION AND A SENSE OF PLACE 

I began my research career in linguistic geography, asking myself how change 
spread from person to person and village to village across Gascony. But the 
"across Gascony" part lived in maps and atlases - in isoglosses and areas -
while the "person to person" part lived in the worldly relations among the 
inhabitants of the village of Soulan, sitting on the south side of a lovely Pyrenee. 
Linguistic geography and sociolinguistic variation have remained surprisingly 
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distant, even though in the eyes of most, they are inextricably connected. In 
this chapter, I will argue for the embedding of the study of variation within its 
sociogeographic context, most particularly, for the examination of the borders 
of communities in search of the articulation of social meaning between the 
local and the extra-local. At the same time, I will reflect on another aspect of 
method and personal trajectory - what did I learn from this work that would 
lead (has led) me to do the next study differently? 

At the heart of the study of sociolinguistic variation is the social and geo­
graphic placement of the speaker. Different analysts (or the same analysts at 
different times) approach social location in different ways, sometimes focusing 
on broad categorizations such as the class system (Labov 1966; Macaulay 
1977; Trudgill 1974b) and/or ethnicity (Labov 1972b; Wolfram 1969), and/ 
or gender (Eckert I 989c; Labov 1990), sometimes focusing on smaller social 
configurations such as networks (Milroy 1980) or peer groups (Cheshire 1982; 
Eckert 1989a; Labov 1973). These social locations are in tum located within a 
geographic unit - a speech community - which serves to define the dialect and 
circumscribe the population under study. The local community, in other words, 
is treated as a microcosm of the wider society - a kind of free-floating micro­
cosm at that. While the speech community is viewed as being located within 
dialect space, it is rarely treated as socially connected to anything beyond its 
boundaries. 

Class, ethnicity, race and gender are seen as global categories that function 
to create distinctions in orientation to local practice. These distinctions are 
defined in abstraction from the community, but seen as applying similarly 
across communities. Perhaps because they are conceived of as global cat­
egories, they are treated as disconnected, with little attention paid to the 
connections that facilitate the flow of influence among them. Networks and 
groups, on the other hand, are seen as kinds of configurations that are defined 

locally, but that are common to all speech communities. The potential that 
such configurations offer for the study of connections is explored in Milroy 
and Milroy ( 1985), which considers the role of weak ties in the spread of lin­
guistic change through local areas. But weak ties and strong ties are, once 
again, disembodied -and apparently distinct - abstractions, and as we take up 
the Milroys' suggestions, one of the first questions we need to ask is: What is 
the relation between weak and strong ties? Our focus on the social life of vari­
ation on categories and communities amounts to a focus on centers, and on the 
"typical" inhabitants of those centers - of local networks, of neighborhoods, of 
socioeconomic strata, and of peer groups. We recognize the influence of other 
communities, but the communities are disconnected entities, and the influence 
is hence disembodied. Yet people move about, and linguistic influence flows 
in and out of communities, as well as through them. And to understand the 
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social function of variation and the spread of linguistic change, we need to 
know more about the connections - to know what happens at the boundaries 
of places and categories. 

What I have to say is not new - only the application of old insights to data 
on variation. Mary Louise Pratt ( 1988) observed some time ago that the focus 
on speech communities indicates a preoccupation with linguistic utopias -
that in constructing such entities, linguists are putting into action a theoret­
ical ideology in which normative speakers are monolingual, monodialectal, 
and core members of communities. Subcommunities are treated separately, 
but rarely in virtue of their relations. I take my inspiration from Pratt, who 
argued that linguists should be focusing not on centers, but on borders - that 
we should move from a linguistics of community to a linguistics of con­
tact. John Rickford (1986a) has argued that norms within speech commu­
nities cannot be conceived of as consensual - that conflict may be central 
to the organization of linguistic behavior within a community. I will take 
Rickford's argument one step further, and argue that the speech community 
itself cannot be consensual - that there is no consensual sense of place. In 
doing so, I embrace Barbara Johnstone's argument in this volume that place 
is as much ideological as it is physical - or more accurately, that place is an 
idealization of the physical. 

Our focus on speech communities has led us to view the borders of commu­
nities as boundaries-as a cutoff between two places where different things are 

happening, rather than a transitional place where still more things are happening 
that are inseparable from what happens on either side. Rather than constituting 
some kind of envelope for the linguistic behavior of its inhabitants, the com­
munity is a contested entity that is differentially constructed in the practices 
and in the speech of different factions, as well as different individuals. When 
we focus on bounded categories, networks, and groups, and when we analyze 
linguistic variability within the community in these terms, we tacitly assume a 
homogeneity of orientation - a kind of consensuality about the boundaries of 
the community itself. Crucially, although members of a population defined as 
living in the same community may all agree that they live in a particular area or 
political unit, they do not orient in a homogeneous way to that area or unit, or 
its surroundings. Different people in a given community will view the bound­
aries differently, use different parts of the community, and participate in the 
surroundings differently. These differences will result in different patterns of 
contact, which have implications for linguistic influence. They will also relate 
to different interpretations and ideologies, and will enter into the patterns of 
diversity within the community. Categories, groups and networks may, as a 
result, embody differences in spatial orientations and practices, with important 
consequences for patterns of linguistic variation. 
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The Detroit Suburbs 

A variety of studies (e.g. Blom & Gumperz 1972; Gal 1979; Holmquist 1985; 
Labov 1963) have shown the importance of orientation to the outside in 
explaining patterns of variation within speech communities. William Labov's 
(1963) study of Martha's Vineyard focused on speakers' orientation to the 
mainland in such a way that the local reversal of a sound change moving from 
the mainland signals an orientation away from the mainland tourist economy. 
In his study of the Spanish village of Ucieda, Jonathan Holmquist (1985) 
argued that the lowering of word-final /u/ to [ o] under the influence of Castilian 
is an expression of movement away from the mountain-farming way of life, to 
more modem farming and ultimately to work in the factories in town. In both 
of these cases, the connection between the geographic outside and social issues 
inside the community brings a synergy between the local and the extra-local. 

My ethnographic and sociolinguistic work with adolescents in the Detroit 
suburbs (Eckert 1989a, 2000) has demonstrated that exploring how these 
connections are actually made can bridge the space between communities, 
between the local and the extra-local, and eventually between the local and the 
global. In the following pages, I will use data from this study to show how the 
"outsides" are articulated with the "insides" of communities and how language, 
along with other semiotic resources , brings the "outside" in and the "inside" 
out. I hasten to point out that I did not begin the study with this insight. My 
focus was on the internal mechanisms of variation in a variety of communities, 
possible similarities and differences among them, and their relation to the flow 
of linguistic change in the Detroit conurbation. What I did not anticipate was 
the particular way in which local and extra-local practice would explain the 
spread of linguistic innovation. 

For the purposes of this study, I selected five public high schools as discrete 
and representative speech communities. It is the terms discrete, representa­
tive, and speech community that I wish to problematize here. I chose to work 
in public high schools because these institutions normally bring together the 
entire social range of the towns they serve, constituting an adolescent micro­
cosm of the town. I looked, therefore, to the adolescent age group, the town, the 
school catchment area, and the school building itself to constitute the bound­
aries around my speech community. And indeed, within the school, I looked 
to the school's age-grading system for an even closer age boundary, focusing 
on one graduating class. In constructing these boundaries, I did not necessarily 
assume that there were important linguistic differences on the other side of any 
of them, but I did assume that there was greater cohesion within than across 
the boundaries. And I made the implicit claim that the meaning of variation 
was constructed within those boundaries - possibly in response to the bound­
aries themselves and whatever was on the other side, but constructed within 

The Local and the Extra-Local 71 

nonetheless. What I discovered is that what I was thinking of as boundaries -
as some kind of social or geographic space around the community - were in 
fact borders that link the community in heterogeneous ways to the area around 
it. Relations to the "outside" were built into relations on the "inside" as local 
factions aligned themselves with respect to each other and the larger world, 
orienting to, interpreting, and appropriating the world around them. 

The Local Social Order and the Conurbation 

In this discussion, I will focus on the issue of borders and boundaries not between 
groups or categories, but between schools/towns in the Detroit conurbation. It 

will be apparent, though, that the borders between groups and categories within 
these schools interact with the borders between schools. The Detroit conur­
bation consists of Detroit City - a largely poor and African American, urban 
center -and an array of suburbs that become increasingly affluent and increas­
ingly white as one moves away in any direction from the urban center. Each 
community, and each high school that serves it, is self-consciously located 
within the social geography of the conurbation, constructing a local identity 
in relation to it. The social order that forms within each high school articulates 
individual identities with local identities. And it is in this articulation that the 
social meaning of variables is constructed as they spread across the conurbation. 

Because societal norms define legitimate adolescence by participation in 
secondary school, adolescents' identities are closely linked to orientation to 
school - even those who do not attend at all. The U.S. public high school 
strives to dominate the lives of students both when they are in school and when 
they are out. It encourages students to stay after school to participate in extra­
curricular activities -clubs, athletics, student government-and to devote much 
of their time outside of school to homework . It also expects students to develop 
friendships in school, particularly within the age-graded social system of the 
school. From grade one, students are expected to confine their friendships 
to others in their own graduating class and to time their social development 
according to prevailing institutional norms. Hanging out with older or younger 
kids is taken as a willful rejection of adult expectations for development. 

Those who participate enthusiastically in what the school sets down for them 
as legitimate activities and practices are in a position to gain access to resources 
and a certain kind of control over the institutional environment. Those who 
reject such participation are marginalized from the institutional perspective. 
Such marginalization can be inconvenient and at times unpleasant, but it is not 
always unwelcome because school participation is a highly ideological arena 
and there are positive reasons for both participation and non-participation. 

In U.S. high schools, an opposition commonly develops between kids who 
enthusiastically embrace the institution as the center of their social lives, 
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and those who adamantly reject it. The adverbs point to the fact that there 
are plenty of kids who are neither enthusiastic nor adamant and who emerge 
as "In-between" in this opposition. In the high schools of the largely white 
Detroit suburbs, the opposition constitutes two social categories - the Jocks, 

who embrace the school as the center of their social lives and the Burnouts, 

who reject it as such. The Burnouts do not reject the school as a curricular 
center, but their mistrust of the institution extends to their often feeling that 
the school is not fulfilling their curricular needs. 1 The categories are class­
based, and are a major vehicle for the reproduction of class. The Burnouts 
come by and large from the lower portion of the local socioeconomic range, 
whereas the Jocks come by and large from the upper portion. Although the 
parents' class does not determine category participation, the status of the 
Jock and Burnout categories do constitute middle- and working-class cultures 
respectively, and these categories and their class significance take center stage 
in the school. 

The differences in orientations of the Jocks and the Burnouts, while aimed 
at the school, are played out among the students themselves. The Jocks and 
the Burnouts construct themselves in mutual opposition, and with consider­
able separation and even hostility. The hostility emerges from differences in 
values - in norms that govern friendship and peer relations more generally, as 
well as relations with adults. And as the Jocks embrace the school's authority, 
they submit to school adults and at the same time benefit from the power that 
those adults accord them within the institution. The Burnouts view the Jocks' 
acceptance of this arrangement as undermining adolescent autonomy and soli­
darity, while the Jocks view the Burnouts' non-acceptance as compromising 
what they see as a profitable arrangement with the school. 

Regardless of its general socioeconomic makeup, each school in the Detroit 
suburban area has its Jocks and its Burnouts, who by and large represent the 
lower and the upper ends of the local socioeconomic hierarchy. This local 
socioeconomic scene is in turn located within the larger socioeconomic con­
tinuum of the Detroit conurbation. Residents locate themselves within this 
sociogeographic continuum - as residents of particular suburban areas, towns, 
and neighborhoods. They attribute a particular character to the area, the town, 
and the neighborhood (or subdivision), and orient themselves as groups and 
individuals to this character. Each community is a piece of this socioeconomic 
continuum, with the neighborhoods becoming wealthier as one moves away 
from the city. The schools that serve the different catchment areas of any town 
have clear socioeconomic characteristics, and these differences are manifested 

1 The Burnouts are overwhelmingly vocational students, and feel that the school neglects. its voca­
tional sector. and that they are not receiving training that will maximally help them in the job 
market. 
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in attitudes within and among the schools. This pattern is repeated across the 
suburban area. Schools are an important resource for adolescents to locate them­
selves within the larger area, as they develop a sense of local sociogeography 
by comparing the dominant social characteristics of the schools and the towns 
the schools serve. 

Economic geography is built into Jock and Burnout practice as well. The 
Burnouts, headed for working-class workplaces in the Detroit area after high 
school, look beyond the school and into the larger urban-suburban area for 
access to work. They value, therefore, social networks that take them beyond 
their school and neighborhood and that give them access to the wider conur­
bation - particularly the "business" end of the conurbation, the places where 
things are happening. The Jocks, on the other hand, are on an institutional 
track, intending to leave high school for college, and to base their lives in the 
institution there just as they have in high school. Indeed, although they express 
prospective nostalgia for their high school friends, they expect 10 develop a 
new social network in college and to move away from the suburban area, at 
least temporarily. The Jocks, therefore, abstract themselves somewhat from 
the local area. They limit their main friendships to their own graduation cohort 
and to their own school, and they avoid the urban area except to participate in 
institutional activities such as attending professional sports games or visiting 
museums. 

I wish in particular to emphasize the difference between a local and an insti­
tutional orientation. If one thinks of Belten High as the speech community in 
question, then it is the Jocks who are locally oriented. If one thinks of Westtown 
as the speech community, then the Burnouts are more locally oriented than the 
Jocks. But the Burnouts' local orientation is not to Westtown itself but beyond 
Westtown. In fact, many Burnouts express hostility to Westtown - there are no 
jobs there, there is nothing to do, and they don't feel that the local community 
is particularly hospitable to them. Rather, they look to the broader conurbation 
for a sense of place. They frequent parks either outside of or on the borders of 
Westtown. They strive to expand their networks to include people from other 
communities - people with access to other spaces, people, and opportunities -
and they cruise the streets that lead towards Detroit. This does not go on just in 
Westtown, but in all the high schools around the suburban area. And the result 
is a network of arteries and meeting places where kids from all around the 
area explore the conurbation and seek each other out. It is not everyone who 
does this, only those who are looking for something outside of institutional 
life. Thus, although the Jocks and the Burnouts are salient and opposed social 
categories in each high school, they are also oppositionally inserted into the 
sociogeography of the conurbation. 

If Burnouts meet people from other towns through friends, in parks, and on 
the street, Jocks meet them at interscholastic functions -athletic events, student 
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government workshops, and cheerleading camp. The Burnouts meet people �s
individuals, whereas the Jocks meet people in their institutional roles. And m
these situations, respect and admiration tend to orient in opposite directions.
Burnouts tend to admire people with street smarts, something that is generally
attributed to urban dwellers; Jocks tend to admire people with institutional
smarts, something that suburban students tend to have more access to.

In this way, social practice within each school merges with geography
itself. One might simply say that each school has the same social categories -
that the Jocks and the Burnouts constitute a microcosm of the larger socio­
economic system. This is certainly true. However, the Jocks and Burnouts are
somewhat distinct from school to school, and this distinctiveness is a function
of the sociogeographic location of each school. Jocks in less affluent schools
somewhat resemble Burnouts from more affluent schools and may even con­
sider Burnouts in very affluent schools to be Jocks. A Jock in a high school
next to the boundary of Detroit told me that she was concerned that, when she
reached college, she would not be able to compete in extracurricular activities
with the Jocks from more affluent schools. Attending multischool events of
various sorts, she had had plenty of evidence that her school's Jock culture was
different from that of more affluent schools and that she was not gaining the
same exposure to such things as parliamentary procedure and large projects.
Students moving from the urban periphery to more distant and affluent sub­
urban schools report having to upgrade their wardrobes. One such student told
me that although he had been a Jock in his original school, he did not �t i_n
with the Jocks in his new school, and he eventually became a Burnout. This 1s
not simply because he didn't look and act like a local Jock, but also because
the Burnouts are more inclined than Jocks to value "urban immigrants" for
their knowledge and contacts. The issue of looking like a Jock or looking like
a Burnout leads us to the role of semiotics in the articulation of the local with
the extra-local. 

Semiotics, the Local, and the Extra-Local 

Sue Gal and Judith Irvine (1995) have argued that our speech communities 
and the languages associated with them are ideological constructs - ideo­
logical with respect to linguistic theory and, more generally, with respect to 
language and society. They outline three semiotic processes by whi�h we c�n­
struct languages and speech communities out of unconstructed social and lin­
guistic material. These processes are useful in understanding how the social 
order of each school produces and reproduces the wider sociogeography 
within which each school is located. According to Gal and Irvine, we create 
boundaries around dialects, languages, places, and categories through a pro­
cess of erasure by which we make certain differences salient by downplaying, 
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or erasing, certain others. So, for example, a new racial category in the U.S. -
Asian American - has been constructed by erasing the enormous differences 
among Koreans, Chinese, Laotians, Japanese and so on and focusing on 
differences between all of these and other racialized groups such as European 
Americans and African Americans. We reinforce the oppositions by nesting 
them inside the categories they create, a process that Gal and Irvine refer to as 
recursivity. Thus, for example, the construction of a "black" and a "white" race 
is reinforced by evaluating people assigned to each group according to such 
things as relative darkness of skin color and hair texture, with the hierarchical 
relations between the two categories being mirrored in the cline of color within 
each category. And finally, we assign meaning to our categories through a pro­
cess of iconization - attributing social stereotypes to linguistic practices them­
selves as a way of constructing a "natural" bond between a linguistic variety 
and the people who speak it. The common evaluation over the past century of 
peasant dialects in Europe as illogical and irregular - the products of ignorant 
and lazy minds - is a famous case in point. 

The Jock-Burnout opposition is played out not only in activities within 
and attitudes towards the school, but in a wide array of interacting semiotic 
practices that range from territory to eating habits to hair styles. The issue 
of boundaries and borders is central to these practices, as Jocks continually 
symbolize their institutional affiliation and the Burnouts continually sym­
bolize their urban orientation. Perhaps the most obvious is their use of terri­
tories - gathering places during down time in school. In schools across the 
United States, the equivalents of Jocks regularly occupy central areas of the 
school - gyms, offices, front hallways, and activities spaces. The equivalents 
of Burnouts, on the other hand, demonstrate their "just visiting" status in 
school by occupying peripheral areas - areas that touch on the outside such 
as courtyards, front steps and loading docks. In cold weather, Burnouts wear 
their outdoor jackets in school, whereas Jocks lock their outerwear in their 
lockers. The lockers and the outerwear, meanwhile, have similar signifi­
cance. The Jocks signal their residence in the school and their institutional 
status with the use of lockers as a home away from home, the use of the 
cafeteria, and the territorial appropriation of extracurricular activity areas. 
Burnouts' mistrust of the school is itself part of the ideology of rejection, 
and they signal their rejection of the school's in loco parentis role by, say, 
not eating cafeteria food ("it's unsafe") and not leaving their coats in their 
lockers ("they aren't secure"). And the jackets with which Burnouts signal 
their "visitor" status frequently signal urban status as well; popular among 
Burnouts are jackets with Detroit or auto factory logos. These jackets sim­
ultaneously invoke class and geography, and Burnouts who do not wear 
jackets with insignia often wear the popular working-class jeans jackets over 
hooded sweatshirt jackets. The Jocks, meanwhile, commonly wear school 
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jackets - varsity jackets, cheerleader jackets, or just jackets with the name 
of the school. In general, the Jocks' institutional orientation is manifested 
in a clean-cut collegiate style2 

- designer clothes in bright and pastel colors, 
school team jackets and sweaters, straight-leg jeans, short hair for boys 
and short or feathered hair for girls, candy-colored makeup for girls. The 
Burnouts' anti-institutional orientation, on the other hand, is manifested in 
an urban working-class style - dark colors, dark eye makeup for girls , long 
hair for both boys and girls, bell-bottom jeans, rock concert tee shirts, wallet 
chains, and studs. Students talk about schools in terms of their general char­
acter - most particularly, characterizing schools as "Jock" schools, "Punk"

schools, "Burnout" schools. These also fit into a larger semiotic whole with 
such things as clothing. A Behen student, commenting on a local school with 
a predominantly working-class s1uden1 body, characterized the school as 
having "bell-bottoms this wide." 

In this way, the sociogeographic setup has a recursivity that builds social 
geography into each town and into each school. The Jock and Burnout 
social categories are reified by virtue of their insertion into social geog­
raphy. This opposition reflects not just local but also regional character. In 
some schools outside of Baltimore, for instance, the opposition between 
Jocks and grits in the high schools echoes the larger opposition between 
urban and rural, northern and southern. In the southwest, the opposition 
between Jocks and (shit-)stompers echoes the larger opposition between 
townie and rancher. 

These material symbols blend with linguistic variation to yield a similar 
recursivity, as the disposition of linguistic variables within the school map onto 
the same variables in urban-suburban geography. The current stages of the 
Northern Cities Shift (Labov 1994; Labov et al. 1972) appear to be spreading 
outward into the suburbs from the urban periphery. With few exceptions, the 
backing of (e) to [A], the backing of (A) to [:>], and the lowering and fronting 
of(:>) to [a] are more advanced in the schools closer to the urban periphery 
than in the more distant, suburban schools. Further, the backing and raising 
of the nucleus of (ay) to [:>y] is more advanced in the urban schools as well. 
(See Eckert 2000 for a more thorough discussion of these variables.) Within 
each school, the Burnouts generally lead the Jocks in the use of the innova­
tive variants of these variables. Figures 5.1 and 5.2 show the percentage of 
innovative forms of the most salient urban variables, (ay) and (uh), comparing 
urban and suburban schools 10 the north and 10 the west of Detroit. As these 
figures show, the correlations with social category generally confonn to the 
geographic correlations. 

2 These styles are the ones that were current in the early eighties. when the fieldwork for this s11.1dy
was carried 01.11. 
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Figure 5.1 Backing of (uh) by Jocks and Burnouts in urban and suburban 
communities. 

If we seek the key 10 social meaning in variation, the answer is not to be 
found in oppositions within the community (e.g. Jocks-Burnouts) or in oppos­
itions among communities (e.g. urban-suburban) but in the merger of the two. 
It is in this way that the geographic and the social spread of linguistic change 
are one. Although one could say that an urban pronunciation of a vowel is 
associated with "those people out there," the implication is that local speakers 
are imitating, or aspiring to, extra-local people or characters. This is where 
the difference between the study of boundaries and the study of communi­
ties is theoretically meaningful. Qing Zhang (2001) has made this point in 
her study of Beijing yuppies' use of the nonmainland full tone feature. While 
critics see this use as a kind of "aping" of Hong Kong speech, Zhang argues 
that the nature of the contact between the mainland and nonmainland dialects 
of Mandarin has made this tone feature a common resource. Its use does not 
simply refer outward to nonmainland communities, but also effectively creates 
a category of Beijingers who span communities and, in the process, expand 
the relation between Beijing itself and those communities. In other words, the 
use of linguistic variables does not take place over a static social landscape but 
effects change in that landscape. 
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Figure 5.2 Raising of the nucleus of (ay) by Jocks and Burnouts in urban and 
suburban communities. 

A Question of Method 

During the two.plus years I spent in these schools, and as it became apparent 
that social categories in each school were simultaneously based in class and in 
urban-geography, I was able to shift strategies somewhat. But ultimately, my 
research design was category-based. I went into the schools looking for the 
adolescent version of the social class that had been our primary metaphor for 
explaining sociolinguistic variation. And, indeed, I found conflicting working­
and middle-class categories based not on adult class, but on an adolescent 
social order; and based, not on birth, but on speakers' own construction of 
their places in that social order. But I was so focused on these categories that 
they took over in many ways. Thinking categorically, I did not give enough 
thought to the ways in which these categories served as foci for ideologies 
and practices across and beyond the community. The correlations shown in 
Figures 5.1 and 5.2 between urban variants and the Jock-Burnout categories 
spring not from the status of these variants as markers of category affiliation 
but from their indexical value (Ochs 1991) based on their urban associations. 
This value holds across the school population, and the same correlations that 
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I f�und between Jocks and Burnouts can also be found across the school popu­
lation - In-betweens, as well as Jocks and Burnouts - as a function of urban 
orient�ti

.
on. Urban cruising, for example, is a key Burnout activity; it is also

an activity engaged in by many In-betweens, as is smoking dope and cutting 
school. Also, cruising correlates with the use of urban variables across the In­
between population, as well as between the Jocks and the Burnouts. Although 
my ethnographic work made this clear, my discovery of the categories led me 
to focus on category members at the expense of deepening my understanding 
of the structuring of diversity among the In-betweens. Moreover, it kept my 
gaze on the school rather than on the borderlands inhabited by the Burnouts 
and other people who do not base their lives in school. The methodological 
argument that I have made here - that studies of variation should examine the 
relation between the local and the extra-local - originated in view of both as 
given rather than as emerging in practice. 

This chapter is intended as a contribution to method, which leads me to think 
not only about how we do our research but also about how we deal with the 
holes and shortcomings once it's done. I believe that it would benefit us all if 
we savored and discussed our shortcomings as much (or almost as much) as 

�e savor and trumpet our successes. It is in this spirit that I say that the most
important part of the research I've reported on here is not what I did but what 
I learned to do next time. 



6 On the Outs 

The Belten project was a turning point in my career, first because I hadn't 
realized as I embarked on this ethnographic study that it would lead me so far 
from the received wisdom in the field. Agency and social meaning had been 
part of the discourse of variation from the start, but not part of the theory. 
Ethnographic work held the promise of developing this discourse, but the focus 
in variation circles on macro-social categories and the development of statis­
tical models was putting the "big picture" increasingly at the center. Martha's 
Vineyard was fading into the discursive distance. Not that my colleagues didn't 
think what I was doing was interesting, but it seemed that many considered it 
valuable only to the extent that it answered to the big-picture view. And the 
more I delved into the social and engaged with social theory, the more diffi­
culty I had accepting the big picture as primary. This was also unfolding in the 
context of a broader hegemony of big numbers across the social sciences, as 
explanation seemed to give way to correlation. 

Macro-social correlations are essential to the understanding of variation. 
The macro-social categories are well established, easily replicable, and essen­
tial to tracing the broad societal patterns of variation and the path of linguistic 
change. But in themselves, they only point to the lives and language use of 
the people who make up the categories. Social exchange tends to be about 
more nuanced things than being or not being working class, female or African 
American. This is not to say that First Wave theorizing about class and vari­
ation was wrong. On the contrary, it benefited from a deep tradition of social 
science research on social class. But we owe our understanding of class not so 
much to survey researchers as to ethnographers such as those in the Chicago 
School of Sociology. Nonetheless, survey researchers across disciplines com­
monly claim the scientific high ground on the basis of the replicability of their 
methods, viewing ethnographic results as hopelessly particularistic. And if the 
analysis of class variation was based on a strong tradition of social theory, 
this could not be said of gender. Feminist theory was not only new but appar­
ently out of bounds for my male colleagues, and common ideology - women's 
supposed properness, status consciousness, and upward mobility - stood in for 
a theory of gender. I found that the more I talked about gender, the more I was 

80 

• 

On the Outs 81 

ignored, so my search for explanation put me fairly early on in a somewhat 
countercultural position within the field of variation. And of course, given my 
predilection to feminist anger, I imagine I got abrasive. 

The Bellen project was a turning point in another way, as it pretty much 
precluded tenure. I threw myself into fieldwork when I should have been 
cutting up my dissertation into a series of articles. I could make up a bunch 
of stories about why I couldn't do both, but the bottom line is that I was too 
scared to publish. The first article I sent off was from my dissertation chapter 
on intervocalic *n deletion, and I received a very courteous and potentially 
helpful rejection letter from the journal editor. But I put it in a drawer and never 
looked at it again. The only paper I published from my dissertation was on the 
back vowel chain shift (Eckert 1980b), which Bill wanted for his volume on 
sound change. 

Skip Rappaport, Conrad Kottak and Rob Burling, my mentors in the 
Anthropology department, warned me that I was following a dangerous path 
by diving into a new study, but they also supported me and the project. In the 
end, although the Anthropology department put me up for tenure, I was shot 
down at the dean's level. This is never a good experience, but my department 
fought for me for two years, so I didn't feel rejected by anyone whose opinion 
I valued. 

Tenure was a kick in the stomach. But while I felt alone and scared, I never 
thought this was the end, and above all, I felt for the first time that nobody 
owned me - that I was doing my work purely for myself. I also felt tremendous 
support from my field. Paul Chapin at NSF picked up my salary so that I could 
finish the Belten project, my department continued to support me in every way 
they could, and I got lots of support at NWAV. None of my colleagues could 
help me out with the practicalities of unemployment once the NSF money ran 
out - that kind of support I got from the janitor, a great guy with an Olympic 
bronze medal in rowing. The academic job market doesn't correspond to the 
unemployment agency's sense of timing, but although I had to stand on line 
for my check every week, there was some leeway in reporting job applications 
in the early months. I applied for some academic jobs, and I half-heartedly 
explored setting up a consulting business with a woman I'd met in the schools. 
But that felt totally wrong. 

Another opportunity came up when NICHD 1 approached me about applying 
for a grant to study adolescent smoking. This came from that agency's emer­
ging interest in funding ethnography, and from a short paper l'd published on 
adolescent smoking in the American Journal of Public Health (Eckert 1983). 
While doing my fieldwork at Belten, I had been inspired to write this paper 
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82 My Participation in the Second Wave 

because it was clear to me that the schools' anti-smoking campaigns were 
counter-productive, since they failed to recognize the indexical significance of 
smoking in social polarization. The journal published the paper as a commen­
tary rather than a scientific article since it was based on qualitative re�earch. 
(I was insulted at the time but I'm over it.) NICHD invited me to Washington, 
where they sent me to talk to the National Cancer Institute's expert on adoles­
cent smoking. A big numbers guy, he mansplained to me that my ethnography 
had stumbled upon the important fact - that kids who smoke have friends who 
smoke. Duh. I submitted my proposal, but since I didn't know that I had to 
specify that it should go to NICHD, it went to NIDA2 instead. NI_DA ��par­
ently thought the proposal was interesting enough to warrant a site v1s,1t, at 
which a bunch of numbers guys grilled me about my dependent and inde­
pendent variables. They shut me down when I pointed out that those would be 
determined on the basis of ethnography. This was apparently NOT SCIENCE. 
So much for that grant. 

Meanwhile, I was invited to replace John Rickford at Stanford for the 
spring quarter while he was on sabbatical . I arrived at Stanford _on New ;ear's 
Day 1985, found a place to live, and settled in to teach the introduction to 
sociolinguistics and a seminar on ethnography and variation. Within a week, 
Ivan Sag and I began to hang out, and we got married less than a year later. 
This was pretty reckless, but neither of us had ever been in the habi_t of �ing
otherwise. While at Stanford, I snagged a tenure track job at the Umvers1ty of 
Illinois at Chicago, so moved back into regular employment and into a com-
muter marriage. 

Needless to say, I found it difficult to settle in to my job in Chicago, and my 
first year there I applied for a job in the UC Berkeley School of Education. 
I didn't get that job, but it turned out that psychologist Jim Greeno was among 
the people who attended my job talk, and he invited me to come speak at the 
new Institute for Research on Learning (IRL) in Palo Alto. IRL was a nonprofit 
research institute that was just getting under way at Xerox Palo Alto Research 
Center. It was a small interdisciplinary community of anthropologists, 
psychologists, computer scientists and linguists dedicated to devel�ping a 
socially viable theory of learning. Among this group were anthropologist Jean 
Lave and computer scientist Etienne Wenger, and we bonded from the very 
first moment. My talk led to an offer, and for a couple of years I spent the fall 
and spring quarters in Chicago, and the winter and summer quarters at IRL. In 
1989, I gave up tenure and moved to California and to full time at IRL. 

Giving up tenure was another of my reckless decisions, ?ut li�e �he_ pre­
vious, it was a great one. Between the collaborative and truly mterd1sc1phnary 
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atmosphere of IRL, and Ivan's and my IRL colleagues' unflagging enthu­
siasm for my ideas, I began for the first time to feel as if I had the right to 
take up space. It helped to be in an interdisciplinary environment, where 
I didn't feel as if I should already know everything, and for the first time 
I understood that my ignorance was an opportunity rather than a death sen­
tence. IRL was an exciting round of reading groups, seminars, and inter­
action labs, with a Jot of space for thought and engagement with social 
theory. Jean's theoretical intensity and energy had a particularly profound 
influence on me. She and Etienne were working on their book (Lave and 
Wenger 1991) on situated learning, and Jocks and Burnouts became part of 
the discussions. It was in these interactions that I began to think about vari­
ation, and language more generally, as practice, and about the implications 
of thinking of Jocks and Burnouts as communities of practice rather than as 
social categories. 

Communities of Practice 

The macro-social approach offers no systematic connection between 
macro-social categories and practice on the ground, other than resorting to 
generalizations about the people who make up those categories. Lesley 
Milroy's (1980) focus on the class-based nature of social networks was a big 
step in the direction of explanation, connecting the density and multiplexity 
of networks to class on the one hand, and to linguistic focusing on the other. 
The community of practice zooms in on the network clusters and the practice 
that brings those clusters together. All the macro-social parameters that dom­
inate variation studies - class, gender, ethnicity, age - structure the conditions 
under which each of us lives. And communities of practice emerge in response 
to the needs, interests and desires that arise under those conditions: car pools, 
bowling leagues, crack houses, bridge clubs, extended families, sororities, 
research groups. Every individual participates in a variety of such communities, 
which are not equally central to the individual's life, nor do they have equally 
distinctive linguistic practices. What is important is that practices, including 
linguistic practices, emerge in the course of the community's engagement in 
their joint practice, which includes not only establishing relations within the 
community but establishing a joint sense of the community's relation to the 
wider social context. 

The community of practice gains meaning in a larger theory of social repro­
duction. Anthony Giddens (1979:2) sums up social reproduction simply in 
his theory of structuration: "In and through their activities agents reproduce 
the conditions that make these activities possible." In other words, structure 
conditions, but does not determine, social agency. Pierre Bourdieu ( 1977) 
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posited the habitus as the means by which this takes place on an individual 
basis, and below the level of awareness. The habitus is the individual's intern­
alization of the social, a set of beliefs and dispositions molded through early 
and long-tenn experience in a particular place in society. The habitus is 
"society written into the body" (Bourdieu 1990:63}, shaping the individual's 
understandings, beliefs, and actions. The Jock and Burnout communities of 
practice emerged in response to differing places in the class system, and can be 
traced to children's life in the neighborhood. 

My interviews at Bellen generally began with the question "Do you 
remember your first friend?" and then traced the interviewee's friendships and 
activities up to the present. The Jocks, coming primarily from middle-class 
families, had parents who managed their pre-school social lives by arranging 
play dates. Many of them came from neighborhoods with few children, and 
while some played with a neighbor or two, their social lives were dominated 
by play dates with children of their parents' friends outside the neighborhood. 
The Burnouts grew up primarily in a couple of neighborhoods where there 
were a lot of kids, and they were expected to play with others in the neigh­
borhood, usually in the care of older siblings. The ready-made network in 
the neighborhood provided autonomy, and the age heterogeneity provided the 
support, resources and information for which the Jocks had to rely on their 
parents. The age heterogeneity also exposed kids earlier to the prerogatives 
that come with age, which became a source of friction with adults, particu­
larly in school. 

These different social backgrounds brought kids into different relations with 
the school from the very start. School provided Jocks with their first oppor­
tunity to make their own friends, while it isolated the Burnouts from their 
neighborhood network. The Jocks' new freedom to make friends was shaped 
by their classes in school, so that their friendships supported the institutional 
age-graded structure. The age-heterogeneity of the Burnouts' friendships, 
meanwhile, put them at odds with the school's norms from the outset. Based 
as they were in the institution, the Jocks' relationships were potentially tem­
porary and competitive, while Burnouts' friendships were long-lasting and 
supportive. These early differences, among others, led to different world 
views, ideologies and emotional makeups habitus - which supported the 
differences in Jocks' and Burnouts' functioning in school and later in life. The 
communities of practice that structured these experiences - families, neigh­
borhood friendship groups, school classes, Jocks, Burnouts - disposed Jocks 
and Burnouts to act differently, to see the world differently, to react differently 
to situations. Normal human agency, then, is not the same as free will. Our 
capacity to act, to make choices, is shaped by the habitus. And these acts are 
not necessarily conscious or intentional; many of them are quite automatic, 
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part of the give and take of everyday life. But dominant ideology, particularly 
that of the school, overwhelmingly attributes them to the choices of individual 
parents, kids, and families. 

There was some pushback on the community of practice construct, and 
I have heard the critique that while there is a procedure for discovering social 
networks, and for assigning speakers to macro-social categories, there is no 
procedure for identifying the boundaries of communities of practice. This 
seems to suggest that the construct is inadequate in some way, but I would 
begin by referring to Chomsky's (1957} critique that American structuralists 
confused theory with discovery procedures. It takes ethnography to identify a 
community of practice and to ascertain individuals' forms of participation in 
it: And whi�e- there is no cookbook for doing ethnography, a good ethnography
yields empmcal facts supported by principled accounts of analytic practice. 
Not everyone has the time or the inclination to do ethnographic work, but not 
everyone has to study communities of practice. They have only to recognize 
their role in a theory that links local practice to macro-social structures. Of 
course, if you can assign people to places in social networks, you can assign 
them to communities of practice. Every network is based on some thing people 
do together - work, friends, leisure activities, church, etc. - and communities 
�f practice are clusters that form among these ties. The important part, though, 
1s understanding the practice that makes the cluster a community, because it is 
in that practice that variation and style take on meaning. 

Liberated by Gender 

Although I'd been involved with feminist act1v1sm since the sixties the 
burgeoning field of language and gender hadn't interested me much, si�ce it 
was all about interaction and I was quite narrowly focused on sound change. 
However, I wasn't wild about the way variationists were talking about gender. 
Graduate students Alison Edwards and Lynne Robins and I gave a talk at 
NWAV in 1985 on the problems with using biological categories in variation. 
I wish I could remember what we said (Lynne can't remember either), but it 
got me_ thinking about the issue. And as the data emerged in my high school
study, 1t became clear that there was a fundamental problem in looking for 
gender explanations in a male-female binary, and expecting that binary to have 
a single effect on variation across society. Emboldened by my new IRL sense 
of entitlement, I began saying stuff out loud, and David Sankoff, as editor 
of the brand new journal Language Variation and Change, asked me to write 
about gender for the journal's second issue. I suspect it was his intention to stir 
something up. 
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TIIE WHOLE WOMAN: SEX AND GENDER DIFFERENCES IN 
VARIATION 

The tradition of large-scale survey methodology in the study of variation has 
left a gap between the linguistic data and the social practice that yields these 
data.) Since sociolinguistic surveys bring away little information about the com­
munities that produce their linguistic data, correlations of linguistic variants 
with survey categories have been interpreted on the basis of general knowledge 
of the social dynamics associated with those categories. The success of this 
approach has depended on the quality of this general knowledge. The examin­
ation of variation and socioeconomic class has benefited from sociolinguists' 
attention to a vast literature on class and to critical analyses of the indices by 
which class membership is commonly determined. The study of gender and 
variation, on the other hand, has suffered from the fact that the amount of sci­
entific attention given to gender over the years cannot begin to be compared 
with that given to class. Many current beliefs about the role of gender in vari­
ation, therefore, are a result of substituting popular (and unpopular) belief for 
social theory in the interpretation of patterns of sex correlations with variation. 

Sociolinguists are acutely aware of the complex relation between the cat­
egories used in the socioeconomic classification of speakers and the social prac­
tice that underlies these categories. Thus, we do not focus on the objectivized 
indices used to measure class (such as salary, occupation, and education) in 
analyzing correlations between linguistic and class differences, even when 
class identification is based on these indices. Rather, we focus more and 
more on the relation of language use to the everyday practice that constitutes 
speakers' class-based social participation and identity in the community. Thus, 
explanations take into consideration interacting dynamics such as social group 
and network membership (Labov 1973; Milroy 1980), symbolic capital and 
the linguistic marketplace (Bourdieu & Boltanski 1975; Sankoff & Laberge 
1978; Thibault 1983), and local identity (Labov 1973, 1980). The same can 
be said to some extent of work on ethnicity and variation, where researchers 
have interpreted data on ethnic differences in variation in terms of complex 
interactions between ethnicity, group history, and social identity (Horvath & 
Sankoff 1987; Labov 1972b; Laferriere 1979). The study of the sociolinguistic 
construction of the biological categories of age and sex, on the other hand, has 
so far received less sophisticated attention (Eckert, Edwards & Robins 1985). 

J This work was supponed by the Spencer Foundation and the National Science Foundation (BNS 
8023291 ). I owe a great debt of thanks to David Sankoff for his very generous and imponant 
help with this anicle. The value of his suggestions for strengthening both the conception and the 
presentation of these arguments is immeasurable. 
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The age continuum is commonly divided into equal chunks with no particular 
atte_ntion �o t�e relation between these chunks and the life stages that make age
soc1�lly s1gmficant. �ther, _when the full age span is considered in community
studies, th� age continuum 1� generally interpreted as representing continuous 
�pparent time. At some pomt, the individual's progress through normative 
hfe �tages (e.g. school, work, marriage, childrearing, retirement) might be 
considered rather than, or in addition to, chronological age. Some work has 
explored the notion of life stage. The very apparent lead of preadolescents and 
�olescents _in sound change has led some researchers to separate those groups
m community studies (Macaulay 1977; Wolfram 1969), and some attention 
has been focused on the significance of these life stages in variation (Eckert 
1988; �bov I?72b). The� h� �lso been some speculation about changes of 
speakers �elation to the lmgu1st1c marketplace in aging (Eckert 1984; Labov 
I 972a; Thibault 1983). Most interestingly, there have been examinations of 
the �elation of age groups to historical periods of social change in the com­
muntty (�lennont & Ce�er�ren 1978; Laferriere 1979). But taken together, 
these studies are bare begmmngs and do not constitute a reasoned and coherent 
app�oach to the sociolinguistic significance of biological age. 

L1�e age, �e� is a biological category that serves as a fundamental basis for 
the d1fferent1at1on of roles, norms, and expectations in all societies. It is these 
roles, norms, and expectations that constitute gender, the social construction 
of sex. Although differences in patterns of variation between men and women 
are a function of gender and only indirectly a function of sex (and, indeed 
such gender-based ��iation �curs :-Vithin, as well as between, sex groups): 
we h_ave be�n exam�mng the mteract1on between gender and variation by cor­
relatmg vanables with sex rather than gender differences. This has been done 
beca�se although an individual's gender-related place in society is a multidi­
mensional �omplex that can only be characterized through careful analysis, his 
or her sex 1s _generally a readily observable binary variable, and inasmuch as 
sex can be said to be a rough statistical indication of gender, it has been reason­
able to s�bstitute _the biological category for the social in sampling. However,
because mfo�auon about the individual's sex is easily accessible, data can
be gathered without any inquiry into the construction of gender in that com­
mun�ty. _As a re�ult, since researchers have not had to struggle to find the cat­
eg�nes m question, they tend to fall back on unanalyzed notions about gender 
to mterpret whatever sex correlations emerge in the data and not to consider 
gender where there are no sex correlations. 

Gender differences are exceedingly complex, particularly in a society and 
era whe�e worn�� have been moving self-consciously into the marketplace 
a�d calling t�ad1t1onal gender roles into question. Gender roles and ideolo­
gies cr�ate d1ff�rent ways for men and women to experience life, culture, 
and society. Taking this as a basic approach to the data on sex differences in 
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variation, there are a few assumptions one might start with. First, and perhaps 
most important, there is no apparent reason to believe that there is a simple, 
constant relation between gender and variation. Despite increasingly complex 
data on sex differences in variation, there remains a tendency to seek a single 
social construction of sex that will explain all of its correlations with variation. 
This is reflected in the use of a single coefficient for sex effects in variable rule 
or regression analyses of variation. This perspective limits the kind of results 
that can be obtained, since it is restricted to confirming the implicit hypothesis 
of a single type of sex effect or, worse, to indicating that there is no effect at 
all. Second, we must carefully separate our interpretation of sex differences in 
variation from artifacts of survey categories. I would argue that sociolinguists 
tend to think of age and class as continua and gender as an opposition, pri­
marily because of the ways in which they are determined in survey research. 
But just as the class effect on variation may be thought of in terms of the 
binary bourgeois-working-class opposition (Rickford 1986b ), and just as there 
is reason to believe that the age continuum is interrupted by discontinuities in 
the effects of different life stages on people's relation to society and, hence, on 
language, variation based on gender may not always be adequately accounted 
for in terms of a binary opposition. 

Interpretations of Sex Differences in Variation 

There is a general misconception among writers who do not deal directly 
with variation that women's speech is more conservative than men's. Indeed, 
women do tend to be more conservative than men in their use of those ver­
nacular forms that represent stable social variables. On the other hand, the very 
earliest evidence on variation (Gauchat 1905) showed women leading in sound 
change, a finding that has been repeated in Labov's work in New York City 
(1966) and Philadelphia (1984), in Cedergren's work in Panama (1973), and in 
my own work in the Detroit suburbs. If these trends were universal, the coeffi­
cient of the sex variable ( I = female, 0 = male) in a variable rule or regression 
analysis of variation would always have positive sign for changes in progress 
and negative sign for stable variables. 

But the picture is not quite as simple as this generalization suggests. First of 
all, men do lead in some sound changes. Trudgill (1972) found men leading in 
most changes in Norwich, and Labov found men leading in some changes in 
Martha's Vineyard (Labov 1963) and Philadelphia (Labov 1984). Thus, there 
is every reason to assume that sex differences may vary from one variable to 
another. As Labov argued ( 1984 ), one might expect different sex correlations 
with old or new changes, for instance. This could still all be represented by 
a single sex effect in a statistical analysis, but the sign of the effect would 
depend on the particular variable. Second, sex does not have the same effect 
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on language use everywhere in the population. Women's overall lead in 
the population could hide a variety of complex patterns among other social 
parameters, the simplest of which would be a sexual crossover along the socio­
economic hierarchy. Labov (1984) found just such a pattern in Philadelphia, 
for several vowels, with women leading at the lower end of the socioeconomic 
hierarchy and lagging at the upper end. Statistical analyses in these contexts 
require more than a single sex effect; either an interaction should be included 
or separate analyses done for women and men. Not only is it a mistake to 
claim that women are more or less innovative than men, but at this point in 
our research it is a mistake to claim any kind of constant constraint associated 
with gender. It is, above all, this mistake that characterizes much current work 

on sex differences in variation. It is commonplace for sociolinguists to allow 
the gender categories that they use to classify speakers (i.e. male vs. female) 
to guide their thinking about the effects of gender in variation. In particular, 
men and women are perceived as categorically different, indeed opposite and 
opposed, in their use of linguistic variables. 

Hierarchy 

Labov's (1966) original findings in New York City clearly lined up socio­
economic class, style, sound change, prestige, and evaluation on a single axis. 
The hierarchical socioeconomic continuum is also a continuum of linguistic 
change, wherein extent of historical change correlates inversely with socio­
economic status. At any place along this continuum, speech style reproduces 
this continuum, with each speaker's stylistic continuum from more casual to 
more careful speech reflecting a segment of the socioeconomic continuum. 
A causal connection between the two is based on the assumption that speakers 
look upward in the socioeconomic hierarchy for standards of correctness and 
feel constrained in their formal interactions to "accommodate" upward. Thus, 
there is a folk connection between old and new, formal and informal, better 
and worse, correct and incorrect. The notion of conservatism in language, then, 
takes on a simultaneously historical and social meaning. Finally, responses 
to matched guise tests confirm that members of the community associate the 
use of linguistic variables with individuals' worth in the marketplace. With 
this overwhelming stratificational emphasis in the study of variation, sex 
differences in behavior placed along this continuum are seen in relation to it; 
hence, when men and women differ in their use of sound change, this tends to 
be explained in tenns of their different orientation to class. 

Labov and Trudgill have both emphasized a greater orientation to commu­
nity prestige norms as the main driving force in women's, as opposed to men's, 
linguistic behavior. Trudgill's findings in Norwich led him to see women as 
overwhelmingly conservative, as they showed men leading in most change. 
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Furthermore, women in his sample tended to over-report their use of prestige 
forms and men tended to under-report theirs. He therefore argued that women 
and men respond to opposed sets of norms: women to overt, standard-language 
prestige nonns and men to covert, vernacular prestige nonns. Overt prestige 
attaches to refined qualities, as associated with the cosmopolitan marketplace 
and its standard language, whereas covert prestige attaches to masculine, 
"rough and tough" qualities. Trudgill (1972:182-3) speculated that women's 
overt prestige orientation was a result of their powerless position in society. He 
argued that inasmuch as society does not allow women to advance their power 
or status through action in the marketplace, they are thrown upon their sym­
bolic resources, including language, to enhance their social position. This is 
certainly a reasonable hypothesis, particularly since it was arrived at to explain 
data in which women's speech was overwhelmingly conservative. However, 

what it assumes more specifically is that women respond to their powerless­
ness by developing linguistic strategies for upward mobility, that is, that the 
socioeconomic hierarchy is the focus of social strategies. There are alternative 
views of exactly what social strategies are reflected in women's conservatism. 
An analysis that emphasizes the power relations implicit in the stratificational 
model was put forth by Deuchar (1988), who argued that women's conser­
vative linguistic behavior is a function of basic power relations in society. 
Equating standard speech with politeness, she built on Brown's (1980) and 
Brown and Levinson 's (1987) analyses of politeness as a face-saving strategy, 
arguing that the use of standard language is a mechanism for maintaining face 
in interactions in which the woman is powerless. 

I would argue that elements of these hypotheses are correct but that they are 
limited by the fact that they are designed to account for one aspect of women's 
linguistic behavior only: those circumstances under which women's language 
is more conservative than men's. Based on the multiple patterns of sex, class, 
and age difference that he found in Philadelphia sound changes in progress, 
Labov ( 1984) sought to explain why women are more conservative in their use 
of stable variables but less conservative in their use of changes in progress and 
why women lead men in some changes and not in others. Although his data 
do not show women being particularly conservative, he based his analysis on 
the assumption that women's linguistic choices are driven by prestige. What 
he sought to explain, therefore, are cases where women's behavior is not con­
servative. Based on his Philadelphia data, Labov argued that women lag in the 
use of variants that are stigmatized within the larger community, that is, stable 
sociolinguistic variables and changes in progress that are sufficiently old and 
visible as to be stigmatized within the larger community. Women's behavior 
in these cases, then, is driven by global prestige norms. At the same time, 
women lead in changes that are still sufficiently limited to the neighborhood 
and local community to carry local prestige without having attracted a stigma 
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in the larger Philadelphia community. In this case, Labov argued, women's 
behavior is driven by local prestige norms. If this explanation accounts for 
the Philadelphia data, it does not cover the New York City cases of (aeh) and 
(oh) (Labov 1966), where women led in sound changes that had grown old 
and stigmatized. But more important, I can see no independent reason to seek 
explanations for women's behavior in prestige. 

It is important to note at this point that three kinds of prestige have been put 
forth so far: (a) global prestige, based on norms imposed in the standard lan­
guage marketplace; (b) covert prestige, based on opposition to those nonns; 
and (c) local prestige, based on membership in the local community. Although 
the notion of covert prestige has come under attack, and conflated by some 
with local prestige, I have argued that all three of these forces play a role in 
variation (Eckert 1989b ). Later in this article, I suggest that not prestige but 
power is the most appropriate underlying sociological concept for the analysis 
of gender-based linguistic variation. 

Sex Differences as Opposition 

If the focus on class as a continuum has led to the interpretation of sex 
differences in speech as differences in orientation to the class hierarchy, the 
focus on sex as a two-way opposition has led also to interpreting sex differences 
as sex markers. Brown and Levinson (1979) argued against the treatment of 
sociolinguistic variables as markers, pointing out that the correlations may 
well be masking intervening variables. Although much work on phonological 
variation does not explicitly refer to variables as markers, the view of variables 
as markers is implicit when linguists attribute individuals' use or non-use of a 
variable to a desire to stress or deny membership in the category with which 
it is being correlated at the moment. Related to the view of sex differences as 
markers is the oppositional view of gender differences in variation - a reifica­
tion of a particular view of gender deriving from the ease of identifying indi­
viduals' sex category membership and reflecting the common expression "the 
opposite sex." Two instances can serve as examples in relation to gender. 

Don Hindle (1979) examined one female speaker's use of variables in three 
situations: at work, at the dinner table with her husband and a friend (Arvilla 
Payne, the fieldworker), and in a weekly all-women's card game. Based on an 
assumption that speakers will implement vernacular sound changes more in 
egalitarian situations than in hierarchical ones, Hindle's initial hypothesis was 
that the speaker would show more extreme (vernacular) forms at the dinner 
table with her husband and a friend, because he believed social relations in 
that setting to be less hierarchical than in the other settings. As it turned out, 
she showed more advanced change in the card game. One might argue that 
this does not disprove Hindle's underlying assumption, that speakers show 
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more vernacular variants in more egalitarian situations, since there is reason 
to believe that relations among a group of women playing cards on a weekly 
basis are less hierarchical than those between a husband and wife - perhaps 
particularly in the presence of a third person. However, he chose to attribute the 
use of extreme variants in a change, in which women lead community-wide, to 
accommodation to the group of women. 

The theory of accommodation depends on the notion of marker, and this 
explanation essentially asserts that the speaker's use of the change among 
women was an attempt to mark herself as a fellow woman. One might consider, 
however, that her enhanced use of this phonological change at the card game is 
related to an affinnation of- indeed, perhaps a competition among equals for -
some aspect of social identity that has nothing at all to do with gender. In other 
words, that these women are together in a particular set of social relationships 
that happen among women encourages them to emphasize some aspect of their 
social identities. 

Whereas Hindle has attributed this woman's extreme use of a sound change 
to accommodation to women, others have attributed similar behavior to dif­
ferentiation from men. Tony Kroch has argued that the curvilinear pattern 
frequently found in the socioeconomic stratification of linguistic variables 
is due to male speech only. Specifically, he speculated that if the sexes are 
examined separately, women's speech will show a linear pattern, reflecting 
the regular spread of sound change upward from the lowest socioeconomic 
group. The curvilinear pattern, then, is the result of a sudden drop in the use 
of extreme variables by men in the lowest socioeconomic group in relation 
to the adjacent higher group. This drop, according to Kroch (personal com­
munication. And see Guy, Horvath, Vonwiller, Daisley and Rogers 1986:38), 
is the result of an avoidance on the part of men in this socioeconomic group 
of what they perceive as a female speech pattern. Labov (1984) found the 
pattern that Kroch predicted for the raising of the nucleus in Philadelphia 
(aw) (Figure 6.1), and Guy et al. (1986) found it for the Australian Question 
Intonation (Figure 6.2). 

If one were prepared to accept this argument, Guy et al.'s data are more 
convincing than Labov's. However, in both cases, one could argue that it is 
only the lower working-class men's divergence from a linear pattern that 
creates enough of a woman's lead for it to acquire significance. In the case of 
Philadelphia (aw), aside from the working-class men's sudden downturn in 
use, the men lead the women in change in all socioeconomic groups. In the 
case of Australian Question Intonation, although the women lead in the middle 
class, there is virtually no sex difference in the upper working class. The lower 
working-class men's perception of the pattern, then, would have to be based 
on the speech of women at a considerable social remove - a remove that itself 
could be as salient as the sex difference. I venture to believe that if the pattern 
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Unskilled Skilled Clerical Managerial Professional

- -<> -Women ....,_Men 

Figure 6.1 Occupation coefficients for F2 of (aw) for men and women in 
Philadelphia neighborhoods (from Labov 1984). 

had been the other way around, with the lower working-class women showing 
the downturn, the typical explanation would have attributed their conser­
vatism to prestige factors and upward mobility. I seriously doubt that these 
men's motivation for conservatism is upward mobility, just as I doubt upward 
mobility as an explanation for women's conservatism. But above all, it is prob­
lematic to seek the explanation of their behavior in simple differentiation from 
the "opposite" sex group. 

I do not mean to argue that speakers never associate specific variables with 
gender, nor would I argue that there are no cases in which men or women avoid 
variables that they perceive as inappropriately gender marked. I would not even 
argue against the claim that men are more likely to avoid such variables than 

women, since there are greater constraints on men to be gender appropriate 
in certain symbolic realms. However, I believe that variables that function as 
something like gender markers must have some iconic value. The Arabic palat­
alization discussed by Haeri ( 1989) is a candidate for such a variable, although 
that case also points to intervening variables (Haeri, personal communication). 
But, as Brown and Levinson (1979) pointed out, a correlation with a particular 
social category may mask some other attribute that is also associated with that 
category. One that comes easily to mind in relation to gender is power. This 
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Figure 6.2 Probability of Australian Question Intonation use by class and sex 
(from Guy et al. 1986:37). 

could clearly apply in the case of Australian Question Intonation. Guy et al.

(1986) described this intonation pattern as a confinnation-seek.ing strategy,

which one can assume is associated with subordination regardless of sex

(Baroni & d'Urso 1984). . . .
What I will argue is that gender does not have a unifonn effect on hngu1st1c

behavior for the community as a whole, across variables, or for that matter for

any individual. Gender, like ethnicity and class and indeed age, is a social c�n­

struction and may enter into any of a variety of interactions with other social

phenomena. And although sociolinguists have had some succ�ss in perceivi�g

the social practice that constitutes class, they have yet to thmk of gender m

tenns of social practice. _ 
There is one important way in which gender is not equivalent to categones

like class or ethnicity. Gender and gender roles are normatively reciprocal,

and although men and women are supposed to be different from each other,

this difference is expected to be a source of attraction. Whereas the power

relations between men and women are similar to those between dominant

and subordinate classes and ethnic groups, the day-to-day context in which

these power relations are played out is quite different. It_is no! a cultural norm

for each working-class individual to be paired up for hfe with a member of

the middle class or for every black person to be so paired up with a white

person. However, our traditional gender ideology dictate_s just this_ kind of

relationship between men and women. If one were to thmk of vanables as
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social markers, then, one might expect gender markers to behave quite dif­
ferently from markers of class or ethnicity. Whereas the aggressive use of 
ethnic markers (i.e. frequent use of the most extreme variants) is generally 
seen as maintaining boundaries - as preventing closeness - between ethnic 
groups, the aggressive use of gender markers is not. By the same token, the 
aggressive use of gender markers is not generally seen as a device for creating 
or maintaining solidarity within the category. To the extent that masculine or 
feminine behavior marks gender, its use by males and females respectively is 
more a device for competing with others in the same category and creating 
solidarity with those in the other category, and aggressive cross-sex behavior 
is seen as designed to compete with members of the other sex for the attention 
of members of the same sex. 

Two other things follow from the specialization of gender roles, which may 
apply also to other kinds of differences such as ethnicity. 

1. To the extent that male and female roles are not only different but reciprocal,
members of either sex category are unlikely to compete with (i.e. evaluate
their status in relation to) members of the other. Rather, by and large, men
perceive their social status in relation to other men, whereas women largely
perceive their social status in relation to other women.4 Thus, differentiation
on the basis of gender might well be sought within, rather than between, sex
groups.

2. Men and women compete to establish their social status in different ways,
as dictated by the constraints placed on their sex for achieving status. This is
particularly clear where gender roles are separate, and in fact when people
do compete in the role domain of the other sex, it is specifically their gender
identity that gets called into question.

Power, Status, and Other Things 

All of the currently leading hypotheses about the effects of gender on variation 
recognize, however implicitly, that linguistic differences are a result of men's 
and women's place in society at a particular time and place. What differs in 

• This is an oversimplification. Gender inequality imposes a canonical comparison, whereby
higher and lower status accrue automatically to men and women, respectively. II is this inequality
itself that leads 10 the tendency for intra-sex comparisons and for the different tenns on which 
men and women engage in these comparisons. Men tend to compare themselves with other men 
because women don't count, whereas women tend lo compare themselves with other women 
with an eye to how that affects their relation to male-defined status. (My thanks to Jean Lave for 
helping me work out this tangle.)
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assures their membership. Prestige, then, is far too limited a concept to use for 
the dynamics at work in this context. 

Above all, gender relations are about power and access to property and ser­
vices, and whatever symbolic means a society develops to elaborate gender 
differences (such as romance and femininity) serve as obfuscation rather than 
explanation. Whenever one sees sex differences in language, there is nothing to 
suggest that it is not power that is at issue rather than gender per se. The claim 
that working-class men's speech diverges from working-class women's speech 
in an effort to avoid sounding like women reflects this ambiguity, for it raises 
the issue of the interaction between gender and power. Gender differentiation 
is greatest in those segments of society where power is the scarcest - at the 
lower end of the socioeconomic hierarchy, where women's access to power is the 
greatest threat to men. There is every reason to believe that the lower working­
class men's sudden downturn in the use of Australian Question Intonation shown 
in Guy et al. ( 1986) is an avoidance of the linguistic expression of subordination 
by men in the socioeconomic group that can least afford to sound subordinate. 

For similar reasons of power, it is common to confuse femininity and mas­
culinity with gender, and perhaps nowhere is the link between gender and 
power clearer. Femininity is a culturally defined form of mitigation or denial of 
power, whereas masculinity is the affirmation of power. In Western society, this 
is perhaps most clearly illustrated in the greater emphasis on femininity in the 
south, where regional economic history has domesticized women and denied 
them economic power to a greater degree than it has in the industrial north 
(Fox-Genovese 1988). The commonest forms of femininity and masculinity 
are related to actual physical power. Femininity is associated with small size, 
clothing and adornment that inhibit and/or do not stand up to rough activity, 
delicacy of movement, quiet and high-pitched voice, friendly demeanor, 
politeness. The relation between politeness and powerlessness has already 
been emphasized (Brown 1980) and surfaces in a good deal of the literature 
on gender differences in language. Although all of these kinds of behavior are 
eschewed by men at the lower end of the socioeconomic hierarchy, they appear 
increasingly in male style as one moves up the socioeconomic hierarchy until, 
in the upper class, what is called effeminacy may be seen as the conscientious 
rejection of physical power by those who exercise real global power (Veblen 
I 931) by appropriating the physical power of others. 

The methodological consequence of these considerations is that we should 
expect to see larger differences in indications of social category membership 
among women than among men. If women are more constrained to display 
their personal and social qualities and memberships, we would expect these 
expressions to show up in their use of phonological variables. This necessitates 
either a careful analysis of statistical interaction, or separate analysis of the 
data from each gender group, before any comparison. 
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Gender and Adolescent Social Categories 

In _this section, I discuss_ some evidence from adolescent phonological variation
to 1llus_trate the complexity of gender in the social scheme of things. Adolescents
are quue aw� of the gender differences I have discussed, particularly since 
they_ are at a hf� s�ge �n which the issue of gender roles becomes crucial. By
the time they amve m high school, adolescent girls (particularly those who have 
been tomboys) are getting over the early shock of realizing that they do not have 
e�uaJ access to power. One girl told me of the satisfaction it still gives her to 
thmk_ back to the time i_n ele�entary school when she and her best friend beat up
the �1ggest m�e bully m their class and of the difficult adjustment it had been to 
findmg less direct means of controlling boys. In fact, she was very attractive and 
was aware but not particularly pleased that her power in adolescence to snub 
troublesome males was as great as her past power to beat them up. 

Wh�ther or not they wielded any direct power in their childhoods, adoles­
cent girls know full w�II that �eir _only hope is through personal authority.
In secondary school, this authonty 1s closely tied up with popularity (Ecken 
1989a, 1990), and as a result, girls worry about and seek popularity more than 
�oys. And alth�ugh boys are far from unconcerned about popularity, they need 
it_ less to �xert mff�ence. For a boy can indeed gain power and status through
d�rect action, particularly through physical prowess. Thus, when they reach 
high s�hool, m�st girls and boys have already accepted to some extent that 
they will

_ 
have different routes to social status. In many important ways, boys 

can acqu1�e power and status through the simple performance of tasks or dis­
play of skills. A star varsity athlete, for instance, regardless of his character or 
appeara

_
nce, ca� enjoy c�nsiderable status. There is virtually nothing, however, 

that a girl lackmg m social or physical gifts can do that will accord her social 
status. �n other wor�s. whereas it is enough for a boy to have accomplishments 
of the nght

_
sort, a girl �ust be a certain sort of person. And just as the boy must

shoV.: �ff his �co�phshments, the girl must display her persona. One result
of this 1s that girls_ m hig� school are more socially constrained than boys. Not
only do. the� monito� t_heir own behavior and that of others more closely, but
th�y mamtam mor� ng1d social boundaries, since the threat of being associated 
with the wrong kind of person is far greater to the individual whose status 
depends on who she appears to be rather than what she does. This difference 
plays itself out lin_guistic_ally in the context of class-based social categories.

Two hegemonic social categories dominate adolescent social life in 
American public high schoo�s (Eckert 1989a). These categories represent 
o�p�sed cl�s _cul�ures and anse through a conflict of nonns and aspirations
wuhm the mst1tut10n of the school. Those who participate in school activities
�d em�race th� school as the l?Cus of their social activities and identities con­
stitute, m the high school, a middle-class culture. In the Detroit area, where 
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the research I report on was done, members of this category are called "Jocks" 
whether or not they are athletes, and they identify themselves largely in oppos­
ition to the "Burnouts." Burnouts, a working-class culture oriented to the blue­
collar marketplace, do not accept the school as the locus of their operations; 
rather, they rebel to some extent against school activities and the authority 
they represent and orient themselves to the local, and the neighboring urban, 
area. The Burnouts' hangouts are local parks, neighborhoods, bowling alleys, 
and strips. They value adult experience and prerogatives and pursue a direct 
relation with the adult community that surrounds them. The school mediates 
this relation for the Jocks, on the other hand, who center their social networks 
and activities in the school. The Jocks and the Burnouts have very different 
means of acquiring and defining the autonomy that is so central to adolescents. 
Whereas the Jocks seek autonomy in adult-like roles in the corporate context 
provided by the school institution, the Burnouts seek it in direct relations with 
the adult resources of the local area. 

Within each category, girls and boys follow very different routes to achieve 
power and status. The notion of resorting to the manipulation of status when 
power is unavailable is in fact consciously expressed in the adolescent com­
munity. Girls complain that boys can do real things, whereas boys complain 
that girls talk and scheme rather than doing real things. By "real" things, 
they mean those things that reflect skills other than the purely social and 
that reflect personal, and specifically physical, prowess. Boys are freer in 
general. For example, Burnout boys can go to Detroit alone, whereas girls 

must go under their protection; this seriously curtails a Burnout girl's ability 
to demonstrate urban autonomy. The Jock boys can also assert their personal 
autonomy through physical prowess. Although it is not "cool" for a Jock boy 
to fight frequently, the public recognition that he could is an essential part of 
his Jock image. In addition, Jock boys can gain public recognition through 
varsity sports on a level that girls cannot. Thus, the girls in each social cat­
egory must devote a good deal of their activity to developing and projecting a 
"whole person" image designed to gain them influence within their own social 
category. The female Jocks must aggressively develop a Jock image, which 
is essentially friendly, outgoing, active, clean-cut, all-American. The female 
Burnouts must aggressively develop a Burnout image, which is essentially 
tough, urban, "experienced." As a result, the symbolic differences between 
Jocks and Burnouts are clearly more important for girls than for boys. In 
fact, there is less contact between the two categories among girls, and there 
is far greater attention to maintaining symbolic differences on all levels - in 
clothing and other adornment, in demeanor, in publicly acknowledged sub­
stance use and sexual activity. There is, therefore, every reason to predict that 
girls also show greater differences than boys in their use of any linguistic 
variable that is associated with social category membership or its attributes. 
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I have shown elsewhere that the most extreme users of phonological 
variables in my adolescent data are those who have to do the greatest amount 
of symbolic work to affirm their membership in groups or communities (Eckert 
1989b ). Those whose status is clearly based on "objective" criteria can afford 
to eschew symbolization. It does not require much of a leap of reasoning to 
see that women's and men's ways of establishing their status would lead to 
differences in the use of symbols. The constant competition over externals, 
as discussed in Maltz and Borker ( 1982), would free males from the use of 
symbols. Women, on the other hand, are constrained to exhibit constantly who 
they are rather than what they can do, and who they are is defined with respect 
primarily to other women. 

Phonological Variation 

The following data on phonological vanat1on among Detroit suburban 
adolescents provide some suppon for the discussion of the complexity of 
gender constraints in variation. The data were gathered in individual socio­
linguist

_
ic interviews during two years of participant observation in one high 

school m a suburb of Detroit. During this time, I followed one graduating class 
through its last two years of high school, tracing social networks and examining 
the nature of social identity in this adolescent community. The school serves a 
community that is almost entirely white, and although the population includes 
a variety of eastern and western European groups, ethnicity is downplayed in 
the community and in the school and does not determine social groups. The 
community covers a socioeconomic span from lower working class through 
upper middle class, with the greatest representation in the lower middle class. 

The speakers in the Detroit area are involved in the Northern Cities Chain 
Shift (Labov, Yaeger & Steiner 1972), a pattern of vowel shifting involving the 
fronting oflow vowels and the backing and lowering of mid vowels (Figure 6.3). 
The older changes in this shift are the fronting of (ae) and (a), and the lowering 
and fronting of (oh). The newer ones are the backing of (e) and (uh). 

The following analysis is based on impressionistic phonetic transcription of 
the vocalic variables from taped free-flowing interviews.� A number of variants 
were distinguished for each vowel in the shift. Both (e) and (uh) have raised, 
backed, and lowered variants. Backing is the main direction of movement of 
both (e) and (uh). In each case, two degrees of backing were distinguished: 

[£]>[€>]>[A) 

1 The 1ranscription of these data was done by Alison Edwards. Rebecca Knack, and Larry Diemer.
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e-+11-+:> 
(uh) (oh) 

t (8) 

" re 4◄-----

(ae) (a) 

Figure 6.3 The Northern Cities Chain Shift. 

Both variables also show lowering: [ae) for (e) and [a) for (uh). There are also

some raised variants [E") and [1) for (e) (the latter occurs particularly in get)

and [:l) and [u] for (uh). The lowest value for (ae) is [re"]. The movement of the

nucleus of (ae) has clearly been toward peripherality (Labov et al. 1972), as the

higher variants show fronting: 

[re"]> [E] > [e] 

Two degrees of fronting were distinguished for (a): 

[ n] > [a] > [re>)

(a) also showed some raising to [a"] and [A). Finally, three degrees of
fronting were distinguished for (oh): 

[:,] > [:,<] > [u] > [a]

(oh) also fronted occasionally to [A]. Elltreme variants in the main direction

of change were chosen for each of the variables to represent rule application.

These elltreme variants are: 

(ae) nucleus= [e] or [E], with or without offglide 

(a) = [re 1 or [a<]

(oh)= [a<] or [a<] 

(uh)= [n] or[:>] 

(e) = [A] or [u]

The two common social correlations for phonological variables in these 
data are with social category membership and sex. Sex and category affiliation 
are not simply additive but manifest themselves in a variety of ways among 
these changes. They interact in ways that are particularly revealing when seen 
in the contellt of the overall pattern of linguistic change. Table 6.1 contains a 
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Table 6.1 Percentage of advanced tokens of the five vowels for each combination of social 

category and sex 

(ae) 
(a) 
(oh) 

(e) 

(uh) 

Jocks 

39.7 (n=531) 

21.4 (n=548) 

7.4 (n=598) 

26.2 (n=557) 

24.6 (n=496) 

30 

25 

20 

15 

10 

5 

0 

-5

Boys 

Burnouts 

35.3 (n=286) 

22 (n=350) 

10.2 (n=333) 

33.2 (n=340) 

35.3 (n=l84) 

Older changes 

� Girls-Boys 

Girls 

Jocks Burnouts 

62.2 (n=392) 62 (n=287) 

33.8 (n=450) 38.2 (n=350) 

29.8 (n=450) 38.7 (n=338) 

23.8 (n=433) 30.9 (n=333) 

25.8 (n=364) 43 (n=249) 

(oh) 

Newer changes 

- -0 - Burnouts-Jocks

Figure 6.4 Contrast between girls and boys and between Jocks and Burnouts 
as differences in percentages when calculated for the combined data in 
Table 6.1. 

cross-tabulation by social category and sex of the percentage of advanced tokens 
for ea�h vowel. Differences in the percentages shown in Table 6.1 between boys

�nd �1rls and betwe�n Jocks and Burnouts for each of the changes are displayed
m Figure 6.4: one hne shows the lead of the girls over boys, whereas the other 
shows the lead of the Burnouts over the Jocks, for each of the changes in the 
Northern Cities Shift. As Figure 6.4 shows, the girls have the clearest lead in 
the oldest changes in the Northern Cities Chain Shift whereas social category 
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Table 6.2 Significance (yes or no) of social constraints on the vowel 
changes that constitute the Northern Cities Chain Shift (pl-values of 

log-likelihood test calculated for each constraint separately usinx 

variable rule proxram cm data of Table 6./) 

Sex 

(ae) yes (p < .001) 

(a) yes (p < .001)
(oh)' yes (p < .0001) 
(uh) no• (p < .04) 

(e) no (p < .38)

Social Category 

no (p < .77) 
no(p<.16) 
yes (p < .00 I) 
yes (p < .001) 
yes (p < .004) 

• Both constraints remain significant for (oh) when the effects of the
other are taken into account.

• The sex effect loses significance (p <. 19) for (uh) when social cat­
egory is talcen into account.

differences take over in the later changes. Note that each line dips into nega­
tive figures once - at each end of the shift. The boys have a slight lead in the 
backing of (e) and the Jocks have a slight lead in the raising of (ae). The stat­
istical significance of each of the differences is given in Table 6.2 . A treatment 
of variation that views variables as markers would call the fronting of (ae) and 
(a) "sex markers," the backing of (uh) and (e) "social category markers," and
the fronting of (oh) both.

In an earlier article, I expressed some puzzlement about the lack of sex 
differences in the backing of (uh), having expected a simple relation between 
sex and any sound change (Ecken 1988). More careful examination of the 
backing of (uh), however, shows that a simplistic view of the relation between 
gender and sound change prevented me from exploring other way� in which 
gender might be manifested in variation. In fact, gender plays a role m four out 
of the five changes in the Nonhern Cities Chain Shift, although it correlates 
only with three out of five of the changes, and the role it plays is not the same 
for all changes. 

As can be seen in Table 6.2 and Figure 6.4, the oldest change in the Northern 
Cities Chain Shift, the raising of (ae), shows no significant association with cat­
egory membership in the sample as a whole. The same is true with�n each sex 
group taken separately (girls: p < .96; boys: p < .22). However, the girls lead by 
far in this change. The second change in the Northern Cities Shift, the fronting 
of (a), also shows only a sex difference, once again with the girls leading. The 
lack of category effect holds true within each sex group considered separately 
(girls: p < .19; boys: p < .76). 
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The lowering and fronting of (oh) shows a significant difference by both sex 
and social category, and these effects appear to operate additively in a variable 
rule analysis: 

Overall tendency: 0.182 
boys: 0.300 girls: 0.700 
Jocks: 0.452 Burnouts: 0.548 

When the sexes are separated, however, it turns out that the category difference 
is only significant among the girls (p < .009) and not the boys (p < .14). 

In the backing of (uh), category membership correlates significantly with 
backing for the population as a whole, with Burnouts leading, but sex does 
not. When each sex is considered separately, however, it is clear that the cat­
egory difference is much greater among the girls. The backing of (e) shows a 
significant category difference, with the Burnouts leading, but no significant 
sex difference. In this case, when the two sexes are considered separately, the 
category difference is the same among the girls and among the boys. 

Figure 6.5 compares the differences in the percentages in Table 6.1 between 
the Jocks and Burnouts, within the girls' and boys' samples separately. None 
of these differences is significant for (a) and for (ae). For (e) they are signifi­
cant and identical for the two sexes. For (oh) and (uh), however, there is a clear 
tendency for there to be greater social category differentiation among the girls 
than among the boys. 

These results throw into question general statements that women lead in 
sound change or that sex differences are indicative of sound change. In fact, in 
my data, the greatest sex differences occur with the older - and probably Jess 
vital - changes, involving (ae), (a), and (oh). I would venture the following 
�ypotheses about the relation of gender to the older and the newer changes 
m_ these data. It appears that in both sets of changes, the girls are using vari­
ation more than the boys. In the case of the newer ones, the girls' patterns of 
variation show a greater difference between Jocks and Burnouts than do the 
boys'. In the case of the older ones, all girls are making far greater use than the 
boys of variables that are not associated with social category affiliation. I have 
speculated elsewhere (Eckert 1987) that the newer changes, which are more 
advanced closer to the urban center, are ripe for association with counter-adult 
norms. The older changes, on the other hand, which have been around for some 
time �nd are q�ite advanced in the adult community, are probably not very 
effective as earners of counter-adult adolescent meaning, but they have a more 
gene".'lized function associated with expressiveness and perhaps general mem­
bership._ In both cases - the girls' greater differentiation of the newer changes
and their greater use of older changes - the girls' phonological behavior is 
consonant with their greater need to use social symbols for self-presentation. 
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Figure 6.5 Absolute differences of percentages for Burnouts and Jocks, 
calculated separately for girls and boys (note that for (ae), Burnouts actually 
trail Jocks). 

Conclusions 

I would not, at this point, claim that the relation shown in these data between 
new and old changes is necessary, particularly in view of the fact that Labov 
(1984) found that women in Philadelphia led in new sound changes. whereas 
sex differences tended to disappear in older changes. It is apparent, then, that 
generalizations about the relation between sound change and gender are best 
deferred until more communities have been examined. 

The first clear conclusion from these data is that sex and social category 
are not necessarily independent variables but that they can interact in a very 
significant way. It is the nature of that interaction, which occurs here with 
(oh) and (uh), that is of interest in this article. It is not the case with these 
phonological variables that there are large sex differences in one category and 
not in the other. In other words, sex is rarely more "salient" in one category 
than the other. One certainly cannot say that the boys and/or girls are asserting 
their gender identities through language more in one category than in the other. 
Rather, there are greater category differences in one sex group than the other. In 
other words, category membership is more salient to members of one sex than 
the other; girls are asserting their category identities through language more 
than are the boys. This is consonant with the fact that girls are more concerned 
with category membership than boys, as well as with the fact that girls must 
rely more on symbolic manifestations of social membership than boys. And 
this is, in turn, the adolescent manifestation of the broader generalization that 
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women, deprived of access to real power, must claim status through the use of 
symbols of social membership. 

These data make it clear that the search for explanations of sex differences 
in phonological variation should be redirected. All of the demographic cat­
egories that we correlate with phonological variation are more complex than 
their labels would indicate. Indeed, they are more complex than many socio­
linguistic analyses give them credit for. Some analyses of sex differences have 
suffered from lack of information about women. But it is more important to 
consider that where most analyses have fallen short has been in the confusion 
of social meaning with the analyst's demographic abstractions. 

* * * * * 

I guess this paper marks the beginning of my public difficulties with the variation 
mainstream. Sankoff had Bill Labov write a response (Labov 1990) for the next 
volume. The response felt dismissive. I felt bludgeoned by numbers - numbers 
that I had no argument with, but that could point to more than one story. Around 
the same time, I gave a plenary at the 1990 'NWAV, entitled "Where the Rubber 
Hits the Road." The talk called into question the reliance on macro-social cat­
egories to explain variation, and while I don't remember well what I said in the 
talk, I do remember blowback on my discussion of gender. I processed it as a 
bunch of guys refusing to listen. It wasn't until nine years later, at a conference 
that Carmen Fought organized in Ronald Macaulay's honor, that Bill (at his 
initiation) and I actually sat down and talked about what I meant by "gender." 

It's become pretty clear to me recently that a lot of these feelings of conflict 
were unnecessary. My impostor syndrome made it impossible for me to engage 
with my critics. Fear shut me down in face-to-face interactions, as I felt my entire 
worth as a human being depended on my not being wrong. Because being wrong 
would mean I was stupid. This got in the way of dealing with- even enjoying -
disagreements, and shut me out from what could have been the most productive 
(sometimes even fun) part of academics. Instead, I crawled into a comer and 
tried to figure out things all by myself, wasting my own time and not contrib­
uting to the wider discourse. Those nine years were scary, as I was in and out 
of academics, and felt conflict where there could have been lively engagement. 

But my new focus on gender led me to new people and ideas. I had met Sally 
McConnell-Ginet in 1982, when my college classmate Joel Sherzer organized a 
series of talks at Oberlin, featuring Oberlin graduates who had become linguists. 
Sally was a pioneer in the study of language and gender, and when I began to 
take gender seriously, she was the person I went to. Serendipitously, she was 
invited to write an article on Language and Gender for the 1992 Annual Review

of Anthropology, and I was invited to teach a course on Language and Gender 
at the I 991 Linguistic Institute at Santa Cruz. We teamed up on both projects, 
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beginning a decades-long collaboration and a lifelong friendship. These events 
coincided with the heyday of the Berkeley Women and Language Group 
(BWLG). Mary Bucholtz and Kira Hall, both graduate students at Berkeley, 

were the primary movers and shakers in this group, which organized a biennial 
Language and Gender conference and published elegant proceedings for each 
in record time.6 The BWLG conferences were not just the best conferences I'd 
ever attended, but the most fun and the most inspiring. They offered a diverse 
and challenging intellectual atmosphere, robust support for new ways of 
thinking about language and society, and a more critical theoretical discourse. 
As I focused increasingly on gender as structuring possibilities among women 
and among men, and on the central binary fact that women show a greater 
range of variation than men, my interest in style intensified. 

• The Berkeley Women and Language Group held its last conference in 1?9�, and the following
year a bunch of us founded the International Gender and Language Assoc1a11on (IG ALA). 1 have
been less active in recent years as my work no longer focuses on gender.

7 Foregrounding Style 

The focus on style in variation had always been on style shifting, but the 

Jocks and Burnouts work had gotten me interested in style as structured co­
occurrences of features. It also got me to see the significance of variation as tied 

up with that style. During my Stanford stint in 1985, students Sharon Inkelas, 
Melissa Moyer, Sue Uhland and I had gone to interview kids during their 

lunch break at Palo Alto High School, to find out what the social categories 
were. Knowing that people are reluctant to admit to categorizing others, we 

approached small groups of kids and asked them about their style. Most kids 
were intrigued by the idea and we began with each one describing what they 

were wearing. When we asked what other styles there were in the school, of 
course, we began to hear about the social categories. But in the course of this 

little project, social categories receded into the background, as style itself came 
into focus, and as I thought more and more about the relation between material 
and linguistic style. 

Several years later, when I was at IRL, I started working on style with 
an amazing bunch of graduate students, along with Tom Veatch and Livia 
Polanyi. I pulled out the Paly High tapes from 1985, and we fell on an inter­

view that Sue Uhland had done with two girls. We did an analysis of the style 
of the dominant speaker of the two, whom we came to call "Trendy." Calling 

ourselves the "California Style Collective," we presented our analysis at the 
1993 NWAV. We never published it, though, both because we scattered at the 

end of that year, and because we found that the statistics were not as robust as 
we had originally thought. And as I look back, the fact that we didn't yet have 
a good handle on the California variables limited our effectiveness. While we 
still have the paper, the figure is lost forever as are some of the measurements. 
But the introduction to this paper was the first laying out of the perspective 
on style that gave rise to the Third Wave. Since people still refer to it, and 
since it is a good statement of the perspective, I include the introduction to 
the paper here. 
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