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 In recent years, researchers have begun to engage prosodic variables in analysis of the 
production of social meaning (e.g. Couper-Kuhlen and Setling 1996, Hay and Drager 2007, 
Podesva 2007, Queen 2006). The current presentation continues this work, focusing variation of 
prosody and genre within a single performance by a well-known African American woman 
preacher, Dr. Claudette Copeland.  
 In this paper I show how Dr. Claudette, pastor of a large, multiracial church in San 
Antonio, Texas, negotiates culturally-significant, authoritative personae as she preaches to an 
audience predominately comprised of African American women in ministry. The data presented 
are from recorded speech of Dr. Claudette extending introductory remarks and presenting a 
sermon specifically geared toward preaching women.  
 Through her linguistic choices, Dr. Claudette presents four distinct personae, each 
persona articulating a specific kind of authority critical to the success of the performance: the 
experiential authority of the sanctified lady, the institutional authority of the educated/seminary 
graduate, the insider authority of the tough-talking sistah girl, and the spiritual authority of the 
traditional folk preacher. Each persona shift is characterized by a coalescence of prosodic, 
phonological, and morphosyntactic features, and is tied discursively to subgenres and speech 
acts that Dr. Claudette accesses.  
 In this presentation, I highlight three prosodic variables--speech rate, fundamental 
frequency (f0), and voice quality (phonation)--and examine their interaction with narratives 
embedded in the performance, as well as embedded instances of testifying and marking, two 
discursive practices largely associated with African American women. I conclude that careful 
analysis of linguistic and discursive features and culturally anchored voices presents a nuanced 
and complex construction of meaning within a performance. Wielding multiple linguistic tools, 
Dr. Claudette Copeland voices authority, affecting meaningful personae, and presents a 
distinctive, skillful, and engaging performance.  
  


