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This panel is an exploration of several sociolinguistic issues arising from the 

unscripted MTV reality show “Jersey Shore,” made popular by its depictions of Italian 
American young adults and made infamous by its embrace of the controversial term 
'Guido.' Reality shows provide a new area of inquiry for sociolinguists. Whereas 
sociolinguistic investigation has traditionally focused on ‘real’ communities to gain 
insight into the ways speakers use ‘the vernacular’, “Jersey Shore” is not ‘the real world’ 
and should not be treated as such. Instead, what interests us is that the people on the show 
are hyper-aware of their image and their physical style. They have been framed in an 
artificial situation where ‘natural’ behavior is encouraged, and this framing affords us a 
new view into the creation of a self-consciously directed identity. 

Our sociolinguistic goals are two-fold: the identity-work that creates the ‘Guido’ 
persona, and the utility of this small, artificial data set for the study of language and 
identity. In the exploration of the Guido-ness, the negotiation of the traditional 
sociolinguistic factors of class, gender, and ethnicity are examined. Further, the ways in 
which the non-local cast members exploit the local image of the Jersey Shore, as well as 
what it means to ‘summer down the Shore’ are used alongside these more traditional 
categories in order to frame the identity work being done by the cast. The data set itself 
raises several questions about methodology because the reality show is a corpus made up 
of finite and edited data. To this end, we have developed different tasks that address these 
methodological issues. 

We begin with an introductory talk discussing “Jersey Shore” as an object of 
study, as well as its methodological and theoretical merits. The social framework to be 
used in the subsequent papers will be established, with particular attention paid to the 
questions raised about style and identity with regard to language, as well as the 
sociolinguistic consequences of such a study. 

Next, papers addressing salient social categories are considered. First, we focus 
on the ways that the group forms ethnic identity, creating a situation where they are 
aggressive in distancing from the default ‘white’ mainstream, maintaining their linguistic 
‘otherness’ with the use of stigmatized varieties of English. Second, we turn our attention 
to gender, particularly the ways in that the group creates strong heteronormative practices 
that are complicated by the ways the Guido persona indexes and commodifies 
(hyper)masculinity. Third, we address and problematize the ways geography and regional 
dialect are considered both in the confines of the show and in broader, folk linguistic 
ways. The final paper considers meta-linguistic data and how linguistically stigmatized 
discourse is used as social capital for personae the cohort is trying to project. 

This panel contributes to the larger discussion of language and identity by 
utilizing a dataset unlike those used traditionally. The limitations of this data, both with 
regard to size of data and scope of situational variation are exactly what makes “Jersey 
Shore” such an exciting venue of investigation. 
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Here’s “The Situation”: Style and Identity on the “Jersey Shore” 
Maryam Bakht 
Hunter College 

Saturday, Organized Panel, 4:30 pm 
 

The MTV reality show, “Jersey Shore”, focuses on eight self-professed ‘Guidos’ 
and ‘Guidettes’ who live together in a beach house in Seaside Heights, NJ. ‘Jersey Shore’ 
presents us with a well-bounded linguistic example that allows us to expand the 
discussion of language and identity and, most crucially, linguistic style. This paper 
discusses a number of sociolinguistic avenues of inquiry, both theoretical and 
methodological, that are raised in a narrow examination of the show.  
 

The longstanding focus in sociolinguistics has been on the ‘vernacular’ usage in 
‘naturalistic’ data. This project’s data raises questions about the ways in which we can 
consider vernacular speech and brings the sociolinguistic concerns about the Observer’s 
Paradox to new heights. “Jersey Shore” is ‘quasi-naturalistic’ data at best; I examine the 
sociolinguistic consequences of considering mainstream mass media generated data, 
including how it bears on ‘the authentic speaker’. 

Methodologically, this project presents a number of parameters that frames the 
ways in which we can examine the data. The show is treated as a purposefully 
constrained corpus, which changes the ways in which we can discuss the participants 
with regard to the interaction of regional dialect as well as social and linguistic practice.  

Style on “Jersey Shore” is agentively negotiated. The ways the cast indexes social 
meaning to create particular personae are multi-faceted and complex, pulling from 
mainstream and locally-bound knowledge that develops into socially salient linguistic 
markers. Consequently, the social frame in which they are performing means that 
markers can gain ‘instant iconicity’.  

Personae presented within a mainstream outlet such as this can allow for clarity in 
the analysis of linguistic styles, while limiting the ways that we can talk about other 
personae within the style repertoire.   
 

“Jersey Shore” Down the Jersey Shore: Transient Communities and Perceptual 
Folk Linguistic Ideologies 

Elizabeth L. Coggshall, Luiza Newlin-Lukowicz, and Emily Nguyen 
New York University 

Saturday, Organized Panel, 4:30 pm 
 

The MTV show “Jersey Shore” provides the audience with a clear depiction of 
how people speak on the Jersey Shore. However, this linguistic portrayal is dependent on 
knowing the difference between ‘summering’ on the Shore and ‘living’ on the Shore as a 
full-time resident, and the tension that arises between the local and non-local residents of 
this tourist area.  This paper looks at the ways in which the transient community (and the 
media depictions of it) has defined the local dialect to outsiders. 

To address the question of studying transient communities within the construct of 
a regional dialect, we created a survey and gave it to students from two different New 
York City universities with different regional demographics. The survey tested their 
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perception of the speech of the cast members of “Jersey Shore” versus the speech of 
locals from the show. Survey respondents who are not from the New York/New Jersey 
metropolitan area misidentify members of the “Jersey Shore” cast as representative of 
language spoken in the area, thus identifying the language style associated with the 
transient community as the one that dominates the area.  This is because the cast of the 
show have speech styles with strong iconic associations with the area, but their marked 
linguistic features are not necessarily representative, linguistically, of anything in the 
‘real world’.  

Thus, the ways in which we frame what is ‘local’ become both a methodological 
and theoretical question for the study of regional dialect of linguistic style. It is too 
simplistic to dismiss the cast members as non-locals and not part of the local speech 
community, but rather studies of any community with large transient populations need to 
examine the community as a whole and not just locals. 
 

 “The tits are coming out tonight”: Indexing Gender on the “Jersey Shore” 
Mary-Caitlyn Valentinsson 

CUNY Baccalaureate for Unique and Interdisciplinary Studies 
Saturday, Organized Panel, 4:30 pm 

 
The negotiation of gender in the Jersey Shore is, in some ways, uncomplicated. 

As in many other MTV-produced shows, there is a hope that heterosexual couplings will 
occur within the expectations of herteronormative practices, which emphasize a 
dichotomy between being a ‘guy’ and a ‘girl’. However, gender, and the ways that gender 
is indexed by the cast members of the show, is both nuanced and multi-layered, 
especially when considering gender’s intersection with ethnicity. 

The ethnic identity ‘Guido’ is, in many ways, strongly aligned with practices that 
are considered male and heterosexual. The male cast members engage in practices that 
create what they feel is an idealized Guido identity while carefully monitoring these 
activities through meta-linguistic discourse. Ronnie’s exclusive relationship with Sammi 
is devalued and discouraged by the other Guidos because it does not support the sexually 
aggressive/promiscuous stance/behavior that is expected of Guidos. The ways that the 
Guidos create an identity that is hegemonically male is crucially situated in locality, 
ethnic alignment, and other ideologies about masculinity, machismo, and chivalry.  

The ‘Guidettes’ have a more complicated relationship with gender, in that, being a 
Guidette, in some sense, requires indexing masculinity. While all of the girls claim the 
persona Guidette as their own, they also must maintain practices that assert femininity as 
well. The four girls on the cast diverge in the ways that they negotiate the balance 
between practices that index masculinity and femininity. In their metapragmatic 
discussion of their sexual desire(s), Angelina and Sammi are ‘traditionally’ feminine, 
representing features associated with a ‘Bella’ style (Tricario 2010), while JWOWW and 
Snooki, who do not have the same level of ‘Italian-American authenticity’ as the other 
two girls adopt a more extreme Guidette style by discussing their sexual 
agentivity/agentiveness/aggressiveness, analgous to Eckert’s “burned-out burnouts” 
(1989). Our treatment of this data shows that ethnicity and gender must be considered as 
co-occurring phenomena in the construction of identity (Hall 1995). 
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“Anyone know what that means?”: Meta-Pragmatic Discourse and the Use of 
Stereotyped and Stigmatized Language in “Jersey Shore” 

Maryam Bakht1, Marcos Rohena Madrazo2 and Mary-Caitlyn Valentinsson3 
1Hunter College, 2New York University, 3CUNY Baccalaureate for 

Unique and Interdisciplinary Studies 
Saturday, Organized Panel, 4:30 pm 

 
The identity work performed in “Jersey Shore” leans heavily on the social 

knowledge that the main characters in the show already have about gender, ethnicity, and 
the social meanings of regional dialects. This paper considers the use of meta-pragmatic 
resources to explore the ways that the speakers engender personae and create a ‘Guido’ 
identity that exploits the negative stereotype and linguistic stigma associated with the 
practices they adopt. The purposeful use of these resources and linguistic savvy in using 
stereotyped language for their ‘image’ creates a discursive style that is entrenched in the 
use of social capital and commodification of symbolic resources.  

Self-created nicknames such as “The Situation” exemplify such usage, as does the 
use of appropriated or ‘mock’ linguistic forms (Hill 1998) of stigmatized dialects such as 
‘Staten Island girl’ and AAE. Members of the group who consider themselves Guidos 
also engage in ‘mock-Guido’, complicating the ways that the use of mock-language both 
engenders and reinforces the social categorization emphasizing the Other. The use of 
“mock-Guido” not only gives insight into the ways that the characters use and think of 
the Guido persona discursively, but also meta-pragmatically highlights the variables that 
these speakers find socially-salient. In addition to the interactional data from the show, 
we also examine limited sets of interviews with the cast. Here, we focus on a specific 
interview where Michael Cera, an Italian-Canadian actor, interviews the cast where 
differences in linguistic ideologies are further illuminated. 

These examples raise larger sociolinguistic questions regarding the ways that 
stereotyped and stigmatized language relate to the use (and possible exploitation of) 
linguistic capital, as well as issues in discussing how the degree of self-awareness affects 
the formulation of linguistic markers and stereotypes (Silverstein 2003, Eckert 2008).  
 
 


