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Lecture 23 
Sociolinguistics: variation and dialects 

 
The fundamental principle of sociolinguistics: 
Variation in language carries social meaning— 

about age, geography, education, socioeconomic class, ethnicity, gender, etc. 
 
Within any speech community— 

i.e., a community of people with similar standards about language— 
different people speak differently, correlated with social features; 

and individuals speak differently in different situations. 
People take advantage of the social meaning of variation 

to make judgments about other speakers and what they’re like, 
or to shape the judgments listeners make about them. 

 
Social evaluation of linguistic features can have substantive consequences: 

stereotypically African-American linguistic features can make the difference 
between being shown an apartment and being told it’s not available. 

 
Variation exists in all aspects of language: 
Lexical variation — variation in which words are used, e.g.: 
 soda or pop (or coke)?  hoagie or sub?  bucket or pail? 

I said “hello” or I was like “hello”? 
Morphological and syntactic variation, e.g.: 

 I’m gonna go home tomorrow vs. I will go home tomorrow 
 I’m done with my homework vs. I’m done my homework 
 I don’t see anybody vs. I don’t see nobody 
Phonological and phonetic variation, e.g.: 

 walkin’ or walking? 
  Do you pronounce the r’s in park your car? 
  Do caught and cot sound the same? 
  Do you raise the pitch of your voice at the end of a sentence? 
Any aspect of variation can be used to index social meaning. 
 
Some variants have high prestige: regarded as standard, “correct” way to talk; 

others are stigmatized, regarded as lower-class, uneducated, improper. 
E.g., walking is standard; walkin’ is stigmatized; 

I don’t see anybody is standard; I don’t see nobody is stigmatized. 
Social evaluation of linguistic variation is arbitrary— 

i.e., it’s not determined by the linguistic properties of the variants. 
What determines whether a feature has high or low prestige is the social status 

of the groups it’s stereotypically associated with, not vice versa. 
A variant might be standard in some communities and stigmatized in others: 

e.g., /r/-deletion in park your car in England vs. in New York. 



Speakers in different geographical regions often have different dialects: 
the study of this is dialectology. 

Early dialectology in North America focused mainly on lexical variation, 
and identified dialect regions by the distribution of vocabulary items, 
largely on the basis of interviews with speakers in rural areas. 

Many of these regional lexical differences have since been smoothed out 
by population mobility, mass media, and obsolescence. 

 

 
 
Recent North American dialectology focuses on phonetic/phonological features, 

but finds many of the same regions as early lexical-based dialectology. 
 

 



Major dialect features in North America include sound changes in progress. 
Mergers: 
• The low back or “caught-cot” merger: /ɔ/ and /ɑ/ merge into one phoneme: 
 • merged in Canada, western PA, the West, northern New England 

• distinct in the North, New York, Phila, most of the South 
• in progress in the Midland, Texas, and elsewhere 

• The conditioned “pin-pen” merger: /ɪ/ and /ɛ/ merge before nasals only: 
• very widespread merger in the South, also in parts of the West 

Chain shifts: 
• The Northern Cities Vowel Shift: reorganization of lax vowels 

• “Inland North” region: Upstate NY, Cleveland, Detroit, Chicago, etc. 
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The Northern Cities Shift 

 
• The Southern Shift, found in the South:  

• /aɪ/ becomes monophthong [a:] 
• front tense vowels become lax diphthongs: /e, i/ become [ɛi, ɪi] 
• front lax vowels become tense triphthongs: /æ, ɛ, ɪ/ > [æjә, ejә, ijә] 

 
Morphosyntactic dialect features include: 
• Multiple auxiliaries in the South: I might could do that. 
• Anymore in positive sentences in Midland/Phila.: I’m always tired anymore. 
 
Nonstandard dialects are as rule-governed as high-prestige dialects. 
 
E.g., African-American English has copula deletion: 

in addition to standard contraction of forms of be (e.g., He is old  He’s old), 
in AAE it’s also possible to just delete them (He is old  He old). 

But deletion of the copula is subject to syntactic restrictions: 
e.g., it can’t happen at the end of a sentence: 
That’s how old he is  *That’s how old he ∅. 

Deletion is subject to the same restrictions as contraction in the standard dialect. 
 
I.e., though AAE may be stereotyped as “lazy” or “ungrammatical” speech, 

its features are fully integrated into the grammatical system 
in the same way standard features are. 

Copula deletion has those stereotypes merely because African-Americans are 
discriminated against, not because it is linguistically “deficient”. 



The (ing) variable 
Found throughout all dialects of English: a variable phonological rule: 
ŋ  n / ɪ__# (in unstressed syllables) 

This works like any other phonological rule except it’s optional: 
we can say walking, morning or walkin’, mornin’; both are grammatical. 

This is a stable variable: 
the relative frequency of -ing vs. -in’ isn’t changing much over time. 

 
Systematic factors influence the probability of whether to use -ing or -in’: 

Although both -ing and -in’ are possible for both nouns and verbs, 
-in’ is much more frequent for verbs (walkin’) than for nouns (mornin’). 

So variation isn’t totally random: it’s structured by systematic factors. 
 
Systematic factors that influences variation can be grammatical or social: 

socioeconomic class and formality vs. casualness are common factors. 
Almost every English speaker uses both -ing and -in’, 

but people with higher socioeconomic class use -in’ less often, 
and -in’ is less common in more careful or formal speech styles. 

 

 
Data on the (ing) variable from 1969 study in NYC by William Labov 

 
This is a very common relationship between social class and speech style: 

variants that are more common in higher classes (wealthier, more educated) 
are also more common in careful speech and formal situations. 

 
Gender also correlates with linguistic variation: 

all else being equal, males tend to use more informal/low-prestige forms, 
females tend to use more formal/standard variants. 

When language change is in progress, women are usually in the lead— 
i.e., using a higher percentage of the innovative, incoming feature. 

In some languages, gender differences are more substantial: 
in Japanese, men and women often use different lexical items 
for some of the same meanings. 


