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Socioeconomic class has been a central category in variationist studies since Labov's 

(1966) study of New York City. However, a consensus on the way class should be conceived in 
variationist work has not emerged, and many studies use an approach only slightly different from 
Labov’s early work (cf. Labov 2001), despite criticisms from both within variationist 
sociolinguistics (Rickford 1986, Milroy and Milroy 1992) and without (Williams 1992). In 
general, these criticisms focus on the consensus nature of the meanings of variants within a 
single speech community, and suggest that the social meaning of variants is better understood as 
different depending on a person’s class position.  

This panel will therefore be focused on 'new' ways of analyzing class and variation, with 
a view to making the connection between such meanings and the structural patterns found by 
sociolinguistic studies. The goal in assembling the panel is to produce a dialogue about new 
ways of understanding the category 'class' and its connection to variation, whether through other 
social and theoretical categories or through other practices and ideologies associated with these 
classes. The papers in the panel approach class in both of these ways, and re-evaluate some 
previous approaches as well.  

The approaches vary from ethnographic to experimental, including some innovative 
quantitative techniques. Locations include: Spain, Venezuela, Taiwan, North Carolina, Denmark, 
Greece, and Michigan. Finally, a number of interpretive frameworks are used by the authors, 
including language ideologies, social networks, linguistic markets, practice theory, and vantage 
theory. However, all are innovative or ‘new’ in their approach to class in some way, and the 
diversity of approaches and locations around this single concern will lead to a lively discussion 
and some ideas of how class patterns both in these papers and in canonical studies can be 
explained.  
 

The fine structure of social class 
Aria Adli 
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The impact of social class on linguistic variation is rather underestimated (sometimes 

even undetected) in quantitative studies. The full picture of social effects only becomes manifest 
if the complex empirical pattern of today’s indicators of social structure is taken into 
consideration, i.e. if the operationalization is placed on a firmer sociological footing.  

I argue in favor of this programmatic claim, presenting a quantitative study on variable 
subject pronoun realization in Spanish. Although previous studies have not found direct effects 
of social class (Silva-Corvalán, 2001; Otheguy et al., 2007), the present operationalization, based 
on the sociocultural theory of Bourdieu (1984, 1991), brings them to fore. It covers a variety of 
relevant information on the sociocultural profile of an individual. Bourdieu’s theory emerged 
from the shortcomings of the traditional notion of class. The central element is the relation 



between social structure and culture, namely the unequal distribution of cultural goods and 
symbolic means of expression.  

Data from 54 Spanish speakers from Barcelona, taken from the sgs database, have been 
analyzed (8815 tokens). sgs contains a large amount of contemporary indicators of the subjective 
side of social structure, namely 217 indicators of preferred leisure activities, media, clothing, and 
social attitudes. A technical challenge consists of treating the information in such large matrices 
(here: a 54x217 matrix). Applying state-of-the-art data reduction methods used in quantitative 
sociology, the sample has been divided into three characteristic lifestyle groups. Factor and 
cluster analyses are the core techniques of the approach. Roughly speaking, the information is 
condensed with the smallest possible loss.  

An analysis of variance reveals that lifestyle has a significant effect on pronoun rate. The 
lifestyle clusters are discussed in the context of Bourdieu’s theory, in particular with respect to 
his notions of doxa, heterodoxy, and orthodoxy. Moreover, I highlight differences and parallels 
between this approach and the communities of practice framework.  
 
Societal change and the construct of social class: The case of three sociophonetic variables 
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Traditionally, sociolinguists incorporate a combination of factors such as occupation, 

education, income, and property value in their construction of a socioeconomic class index 
(Labov 2001, Bentivoglio and Sedano 1993). However, a major drawback of a static definition 
of social class is that it fails to account for changes across generations. One such change in 
Venezuelan society is that access to education has greatly expanded for recent generations, 
which has consequences for the range of occupations available to the population and their access 
to the educated language norm of the society.  

The present study focuses on these societal changes in order to account for changes in the 
linguistic behavior of different generations within the same socioeconomic class. To achieve this, 
we examine the variable phenomena of intervocalic / ɾ/ deletion, syllable-final / ɾ/ deletion, and 
intervocalic /d/ deletion in correlation with social class and age, relating these variables to 
education and occupation, from 72 sociolinguistic interviews.    

The findings reveal that, as access to education increases in younger generations, a sharp 
rise in the use of the educated variants is reflected in the lowest socioeconomic class, which 
contrasts with the more limited usage of the educated variants by older speakers of this same 
class. While upper- and middle-class speakers of all generations use educated variants of all 
three variables more than working-class speakers in the community, thus lending credence to the 
importance of the socioeconomic class variable, we argue for a deeper analysis of the 
independent variables used in typical socioeconomic indexing. In concluding, we argue that 
changes in participation in the linguistic market should be accounted for in a dynamic definition 
of social class in future sociolinguistic studies.  

 
Ideologies of language and social class in a Taiwanese high school: Explaining variation in 

Taiwan Mandarin through a language ideology framework 
Dominika Baran 
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This paper adopts a language ideology framework to analyze Taiwan Mandarin variation 

in a Taiwanese high school; in particular, how the ideological links between social meanings and 
linguistic variants (Woolard 1998) create resources for the performance of social class identities. 
Two features of Taiwan Mandarin are analyzed: de-retroflection where Mandarin [s] and labial 
glide deletion where [w]. 

Results show that the school’s vocational students are more likely to use Taiwan 
Mandarin features, which have become iconic representations (Irvine and Gal 2000) of working-
class and less educated speakers, than college-preparatory students. However, vocational 
students with plans to attend college are least likely to use these features.  

Crucially, these linguistic practices cannot be explained by relying on traditionally 
conceived social categories. Rather, students actively engage with dominant language ideologies, 
which reflect ideologies in larger society but are reinterpreted in the local context of the school. 
Although all students in the school come from a working-class suburb of Taipei City, they make 
linguistic choices in response to the school’s normative expectations. As it steers them into 
career paths according to exam scores, the school establishes student “types” based on their 
presumed future occupations. These see vocational students as less capable and more likely to 
use working-class speech, and to perform other aspects of working-class identities, including 
cultural practices such as style of dress, hobbies, and interests. By contrast, college-preparatory 
students are viewed as more diligent, more likely to speak Standard Mandarin, and more likely to 
engage in cultural practices seen as middle-class. Students manipulate their use of Taiwan 
Mandarin features to either fit or resist these institutional norms, depending on whether they 
have accepted or rejected their designation as college-bound or workplace-bound. Language 
ideologies that link Taiwan Mandarin with working-class identities are thus reproduced and 
resisted.  
 

Fusing class and network: Evidence from a dialect context setting 
Robin Dodsworth 

North Carolina State University 
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Despite Milroy and Milroy’s (1992) call for sociolinguistic exploration of the relationship 

between socioeconomic class and network, the role of social networks in shaping familiar class 
patterns remains mostly unexplored (Dodsworth 2009). Dialect contact settings (Trudgill 1986) 
offer fertile ground in this respect; by definition they are characterized by social network shifts, 
and they are likely to produce class-stratified variables (e.g., Cheshire et al. 2005, Watt 2002).  

Raleigh, NC, has housed intense contact between its native White southern varieties and 
White middle class northern varieties since the 1960s, when the local technology industry 
emerged. Southern phonological variants, previously indexing “southernness” (Preston 2010), 
are being reallocated (Trudgill 1986) to the working class. This reallocation, however, does not 
result directly from economic stratification but rather from the class/network interface: economic 
factors including occupation largely determine degree of interaction with northern dialects.  

Evidence for this class/network effect is shown via three groups (52 speakers, 
interviewed 2008-2010):  



(1) middle and upper class suburban speakers with strong ties to the northern migrants; 
(2) blue collar speakers with weak suburban ties;  
(3) the dense, multiplex central-Raleigh upper middle and upper class, losing its traditional 
aristocratic status as Raleigh expands.  

Three southern phonological variables were acoustically measured and analyzed using 
linear mixed models. Young suburban speakers show a near-categorical COT/CAUGHT merger 
in conversational data (though word lists show a residual distinction), unreversed BAIT/BET, 
and strong /ai/ diphthongization. By contrast, young central-Raleigh speakers partly resist the 
loss of southern features, e.g., maintaining the /ai/ voicing rule but showing decreasing rates of 
monophthongization. Young blue collar speakers maintain their parents’ southern variants for all 
three variables, including the /ai/ voicing rule.  

Using a hybrid class/network variable thus reveals that the apparent white collar 
abandonment of southern phonology results from intersecting economic, network, and local 
identity factors.  
 

“New” classifications and social positioning: clusters, distinctions, and practice 
Marie Maegaard 
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In contrast to the relatively strictly structured social world of modernity, late modernity is 

often characterized in terms of fluidity, complexity, and fragmentation (e.g., Giddens 1991). This 
new interpretation of society has important sociolinguistic consequences since the construction 
and interpretation of social meaning can no longer be said to draw on fixed social categories such 
as class.  

Nevertheless, it has been common in variationist sociolinguistics to rely on a structural 
model of society as stratified into distinct social classes (Labov 1972; 2001; Trudgill 1974). The 
structural model has long been criticized for being uncritical, and to some degree, atheoretical 
and essentialist (e.g. Coupland 2007; Mendoza-Denton 2004).  

These problems have been considered in different ways in the theoretical and empirical 
work of many sociolinguists (e.g., Eckert 2000; Rampton 2006; Coupland 2007), who argue that 
practice should play a more central role in our analyses. Based on analyses from five 
ethnographic and sociolinguistic studies among Copenhagen youth that have been carried out in 
the last decade (Madsen 2008; Maegaard 2007; 2009; in press; Møller 2009; Quist 2005; 2008; 
Staunæs 2004), I will discuss the social significance of class in these communities, their 
distinctive practices (linguistic and non-linguistic), and local discourses of class and power 
relations.  

Danish society is an interesting ‘laboratory’ for studying issues of class in late modernity. 
Denmark has recently been rated the country with the most equal income distribution in the 
world (OECD – The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 
www.oecd.org), and at the same time Denmark is one of the wealthiest countries in the world. 
This means that for the vast majority of the population, economic parameters such as income 
lose their importance (because income differences are relatively small) whereas cultural and 
social/symbolic capital become central in social classification (Bourdieu 1984; 1987). This is 
illustrated by the social positioning young people carry out in these studies. I will argue that 
while socio-economic background seems insignificant to these positionings, ‘new’ classifications 



based mainly on interpretations and constructions of ‘ethnicity’ are highly relevant and 
restrictive in these communities.  
 

Sociolinguistic variation and social class in contemporary Athens, Greece 
Eirini Theodoropoulou 
King’s College London 

Saturday, Organized Panel 4A, 10 am 
 

Social class is perhaps the most controversial social factor constraining sociolinguistic 
variation, because there seems to be ‘... lack of a consensus as to what concrete, quantifiable 
independent variables contribute to determining (it)’ (Ash 2002: 402). Nonetheless, its dominant 
role within the variationist sociolinguistic paradigm worldwide (for an overview, see Labov 
2006: 380-397) cannot be overemphasized. In light of this, aspects of social class, including 
social mobility (Crompton 2008: 118-125), educational background and, mainly the stance (Jaffe 
2009: 7) speakers take vis-a-vis the stereotypical rivalry that exists between the northern (posh) 
and the western suburbs (working class areas) of Athens, Greece have been found statistically 
significant in sociolinguistic variation (Theodoropoulou 2010). However, the question that arises 
is whether these aspects form dimensions of social class and, in the final run, who is legitimate to 
make this claim. My proposed solution to this problem is that it is the researcher, who through 
their ethnographic investigation of the area(s) and the people living there establishes an 
analytical relationship between language and society, in which language reflects society. Even 
so, this should be informed by considering the ‘conceptualization of the social and the 
relationship of this conceptualization to the mode of explanation of the aforementioned 
relationship’ (Williams 1992: 79). I argue that part of this conceptualization of the social offers 
the discourse analysis of the cultural models (Gee 1999: 58-79) found in people’s individual 
consciousness and action (Burawoy 1990: 348), as expressed in ethnographic interview 
(Bucholtz 2007) data I have collected from 24 native (12 from each of the aforementioned areas) 
Athenians. By illustrating the ways the researcher’s variationist analysis intersects with (or 
diverts from) the discourse analysis of people’s take on the content of social class, the latter is 
seen as a sociocultural formation (Thompson 1978: 295), which also explains sociolinguistic 
variation.  
 


