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Variationists often consider sex as a correlate to linguistic variation and treat sex, at least 

statistically, in a similar way as linguistic constraints, though sex differences are generally 
reported only at the level of frequency and statistical significance (see Labov, 2001). A major 
criticism has been the use of biological sex as an operationalization of gender in quantitative 
sociolinguistics, (e.g. Eckert 1989, 2008). We provide further support for this criticism by 
employing a standard variationist analysis to show that sex differences at the level of frequency 
do not correlate with social meaning, but may be epiphenomenal of different constraint 
hierarchies.  In a study of stative possession of 1517 tokens from 55 speakers in the Quebec 
English Corpus (Poplack, Walker and Malcomson, 2006), using a traditional GOLDVARB 
analysis, we find that sex is chosen as statistically significant as found by Tagliamonte, D’Arcy, 
and Jankowski (2010) for the same variable. In order to test if the frequency effect in our data is 
a valid reflection of difference in language use, we examine stative possession using the 
comparative method (Tagliamonte, 2002) and show the separate constraint hierarchies for men 
and women across our age cohorts.  

Examining the Cronbach’s alpha (Sharma and Rickford, 2009: 61) value for our data, we 
see that the results across both sexes and age cohorts is not expected to be consistent across 
multiple samples. Each cohort demonstrates a different hierarchy of effects across sex 
distinctions, both in direction and strength of effect. Only older women, compared to older men, 
favour HAVE at a statistically significant rate. An effect absent in the younger cohort. In this 
same cohort we find opposite effects for SUBJECT REFERENCE, where young women favour 
HAVE in non-generic contexts while young men disfavour it. This factor is not selected as 
significant for older women but for older men it is the only factor selected as significant. Our 
results indicate that the social meaning typically adduced fails to account for these changing 
hierarchies.  Further, the ad-hoc and post-hoc explanations provided in much of the correlative 
based literature does not account for the differences in the constraint hierarchies.  
 
 


