


Formal models of variation (e.g., Anttila 1997, Adger 2006) typically attempt to derive
relative frequency of occurrence of di�erent variants from properties of the formal system
itself or model it through including gradient information directly in the model (e.g., Labov
1969, Cedergren and Sanko� 1974, Boersma 1998, Bresnan et al. 2001). In contrast, I argue
that a more complete understanding of the nature of robust non-categorical constraints on
sociolinguistic variation will come from modeling them in the context of modeling the social
meaning of linguistic variation. In Bender 2005, I provide preliminary evidence that speakers
have knowledge of (non-categorical) linguistic constraints on variation, and that they use this
information in interpreting the social meaning associated with uses of sociolinguistic variables
(in particular copula presence/absence in African American Vernacular English [AAVE]).

In this paper, I present a brief overview of the literature on social meaning and argue
that social meaning can attach to both particular instances as well as patterns of use (x2).
After considering what grammars are models of (x3), I explore what would need to be in-
cluded in a grammar that models socially meaningful variation (xx4{5), using AAVE variable
copula absence as an example, and examine some heuristics for de�ning the boundaries of
competence grammar (x6).

2 Social meaning1

2.1 The social construction of identity and social categories

Eckert (2005) presents an overview of the evolution of sociolinguistic theory through three
‘waves’. The �rst wave is typi�ed by large-scale community studies (e.g., Labov 1966, Wol-
fram 1969) documenting a systematic relationship between linguistic variation and macro
social categories such as socioeconomic status and gender. The second wave (e.g., Labov
1963, Eckert 1989), is characterized by ethnographic studies looking at smaller communities
and documenting the connection between sociolinguistic variation and local social categories.
The local social categories often are related to the global or macro categories. For example,
Eckert (1989) found that high school students’ use of particular variables (e.g., vowels in-
volved in the Northern Cities Chain Shift as well as negative concord) correlated with their
identi�cation as ‘Jocks’ or ‘Burnouts’, two opposing social groups in the high school culture,
associated with middle-class and working-class trajectories respectively.

The third wave (e.g., Ochs 1992, California Style Collective 1993, Eckert and McConnell-
Ginet 1992, Irvine and Gal 2000) is concerned with how language use (and other symbolic
practices) are actually constitutive of the categories in question. That is, rather than viewing
an individual speaker’s style as a consequence of their ‘social address’ (in terms of global or
local categories), this perspective investigates how speakers’ linguistic actions stake claims
to particular stances and social categories, and in the process, helps shape those categories
(both in their relationship to other social categories and in the properties which are associated

1Some would object to this term on the grounds that all meanings are social. Although I can hardly
disagree with this point, for lack of a better term, I will continue to use ‘social meaning’ and contrast it with
‘truth-conditional meaning’, for ease of exposition.
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with them).
Ochs (1992) gives the example of two sentence-�nal particles in Japanese. The particle

ze expresses coarse intensity and the particle wa expresses delicate intensity. The proper-
ties coarse and delicate are partially constitutive of the categories masculine and feminine,
respectively. One thing about women, according to Japanese ideology, is that they are deli-
cate, even when expressing intensity. One thing about men, according to the same ideology,
is that they are (or can be) coarse about things such as expressing intensity. To use the
particle ze is to be coarse, or in Ochs’s terms to directly index coarse intensity. The use of
the particle thus indirectly indexes gender: used by a man, it indexes masculinity. Used by
a woman (against expectations) it probably indexes something more like anti-femininity. By
the act of speaking one of these particles, the speaker has performed an instance of coarse or
delicate intensity, which is part of being masculine, feminine, anti-masculine or anti-feminine,
depending on what was said, by whom.

Synthesizing third wave sociolinguistic research as well as related work in allied �elds,
Bucholtz and Hall (2005) argue against a conceptualization of identity as an internal psy-
chological fact which leads people to speak and act in certain ways. Rather, they present
identity as something which results from linguistic and other behavior in interactions be-
tween individuals. Identity, for them, includes both the situation of self with respect to
local and global social categories as well as stances and roles that participants take on in the
course of interaction.

My purpose here is to examine the implications that sociocultural work on language,
identity and social categories has for syntactic theory. As long as linguistic style was a con-
sequence of (pre-determined) ‘social address’, formal linguists could view socially-conditioned
linguistic variation as the result of speakers at di�erent ‘addresses’ being exposed to di�erent
dialects. Intraspeaker variation could be seen as dialect-switching on the part of individuals
moving between social categories (or desiring to do so). In a world where social categories
are not predetermined but rather constructed, reinforced, contested and changed as they are
performed (Butler 1990), social meanings attach to linguistic elements smaller than linguistic
varieties, and we must ask what that means for our models of such elements and their combi-
natorics. That is, rather than linguistic varieties which belong to particular social categories
(or situations), we have linguistic features associated with particular social values, which
can be combined in a variety of ways to create styles (and social categories and situation
types). Some of these styles endure and are called upon over and over, changing only slowly
over time. Others are more 
eeting. If we are to model this in a general theory of linguistic
competence, what are the implications for the model of syntax?

Before I continue, I would like to point out that the claim that social categories are
constructed does not entail that speakers have complete freedom to make them up as they
please. This is tightly connected with speakers’ experience of such categories as relatively
natural and �xed.2 Part of the reason they can appear to be �xed is what Irvine and Gal

2Though surely speakers actively engaged in contesting particular systems of categories have a di�erent
view. For example, Hall (1997) describes hijras, a transgender category in India who actively contest the
dominant organization of (social) gender categories in their culture. One resource they use for this is the
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identify as the process of iconization:

Iconization involves a transformation of the sign relationship between linguistic
features (or varieties) and the social images with which they are linked. Linguistic
features that index social groups or activities appear to be iconic representations
of them, as if a linguistic feature somehow depicted or displayed a social group’s
inherent nature or essence. This process entails the attribution of cause and im-
mediate necessity to a connection (between linguistic features and social groups)
that may be only historical, contingent, or conventional. (2000:37)

Thus our understanding of socially signi�cant linguistic forms is embedded in (and intri-
cately involved with the construction of) our ideologies of social space. From this point of
view, the connection between the particles ze and wa to coarse/gentle intensity and to mas-
culinity/femininity is non-arbitrary to speakers of Japanese. Ze is coarse and wa is gentle,
so of course men (who are coarse) say ze and women (who are gentle) say wa.

Ideologies are typically tacit and presupposed, which makes them di�cult to challenge
and constrains the ways in which speakers can use symbolic resources to make new styles and
categories. Furthermore, it is not only the speaker’s own ideologies that are at issue but also
(and more importantly) the addressee’s. Speakers rely on a certain amount of cooperation
on the listener’s part in their meaning-making, cooperation which may be more or less
forthcoming in di�erent situations. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet note that not everyone
shares the privilege to \assume [one’s] own positions to be norms toward which everyone
else orients" and to \judge other positions while supposing [one’s] own to be invulnerable to
less privileged assessment" (1992:483). Campbell-Kibler (2006) presents data from matched-
guise experiments as well as focus groups and argues that listeners actively participate in
meaning-making, rather than merely faithfully decoding speakers’ intentions. Looking in
particular at the variable (ING) (e.g., thinking v. thinkin) she �nds that listeners evaluate
(ING) (in each of its guises) di�erently depending on several factors, including other features
of the speaker’s speech, the listener’s current disposition, and their ideologies about social
categories (e.g., about ‘Southerners’).

Finally, Bucholtz and Hall (2005) point out that just because social categories and identi-
ties are built by virtue of things that speakers do, doesn’t mean that all of those component
social actions are intentional (though some may be). Habitual actions are still interpreted
by other people and still contribute to social reality, even if they are not each deliberate
on the part of the speaker. Furthermore, we can be intentional about taking certain social
stances without being intentional about the linguistic choices we use to do so. That is, just
like we usually talk about cats without consciously choosing the word cat, it is enough for a
Japanese speaker to decide to express coarse intensity|using the particle ze to do so doesn’t
require further deliberate planning.

Thus speakers do not have complete freedom as to construct styles, identities or social
categories willy-nilly out of the existing stylistic resources. They are constrained in this
endeavor by prevailing ideologies and by the need to gain the cooperation of listeners in

system of grammatical gender in Hindi.
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meaning-making. Furthermore, such stylistic bricolage (see x6.3 below) is not (always) in-
tentional or highly conscious. Nonetheless, these considerations do not detract from the
points that social categories are social constructs and that symbolic behavior (including
prominently linguistic behavior) is partially constitutive of these categories. This turn leads
us to consider what the implications are for syntactic theory. To do so, we �rst need to
consider where social meaning can reside. This topic is taken up in the next subsection.

2.2 Meaningful patterns, meaningful instances

Labov (1966) and Weinreich et al. (1968) �nd social meaning (such as it was for them) in the
di�ering frequencies of each variant across di�erent social groups. The discussion of social
meaning in the construction of social categories and the social landscape above focused on
individual forms. Where does social meaning reside? Given a sociolinguistic variable, there
is both a pattern of variation and individual instances of each variant. The pattern forms
the background for each new instance.3 This is reminiscent of Halliday’s (1991) description
of the interrelation between grammar and text with reference to the relationship between
climate and weather:

To the ‘instance’ observer, the system is the potential, with its set of probabilities
attached; each instance by itself is unpredictable, but the system appears con-
stant through time. To the ‘system’ observer, each instance rede�nes the system,
however in�nitesimally, maintaining its present state or shifting its probabilities
in one direction or the other (as each moment’s weather at every point on the
globe rede�nes the global climate). (1991:34)

This view of system and instance can be applied to the relationship between social actions
and social structures as well as the relationship between linguistic actions and linguistic
structures. This is schematized in Figure 1. By saying something, a speaker (S) produces
an instance of linguistic form and an instance of verbal behavior (a speech act). As an
instance of linguistic form, the utterance contributes to the system of how that speaker
talks in situations like the current one. Moving up to broader contexts, it also contributes
to the system of how that speaker talks in general, how people like the speaker talk and
to the language of the speaker’s whole community. As an instance of verbal behavior, the
utterance contributes to the de�nition of the speaker’s behavior in situations like the current
one. As a situated action in the world, the utterance is also part of the practice that is the
speaker’s identity and the fabric of the social category or categories that the speaker belongs
to. Finally, the social landscape of the community is populated with such categories.4

Thus each linguistic act is part of a whole series of larger systems, both in terms of lin-
guistic systems (the patterns of language schematized on the left-hand side of the �gure) and

3Cf. Bakhtin 1986.
4The separation of the linguistic and social hierarchies in this discussion is somewhat arti�cial. For an

utterance to count as part of the system of how people like the speaker talk, it has to be interpreted by that
speaker and others against the existing ideologized social background and the speaker’s position in it.
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language of S’s community $ social structure of S’s community
language of S’s social category $ social content of S’s social category

language of S in general $ S’s identity
language of S in this kind of situation $ behavior of S in this kind of situation

linguistic form $ speech act

Figure 1: Parallel hierarchies of systems

in terms of social systems or categories (stances, identities, social categories and communities
on the right-hand side). I don’t claim to have identi�ed all of the relevant levels on each
side of the �gure, nor that they are in strict correspondence. Nonetheless, the existence of
multiple levels of patterning on both sides suggests that social meaning in linguistic variation
may reside in both particular instances of use as well as in the larger patterns. Particular
instances will be interpreted against the larger patterns, but also become part of the pattern
against which future instances are interpreted.

For example, suppose that a middle manager named Kim gets upset and swears in a
business meeting. In doing so, Kim is taking a particular stance. The impact that swearing
will have on Sandy, another employee present, will depend on Sandy’s knowledge of how Kim
usually behaves in business meetings. If Sandy has often heard Kim swear in that situation,
then Sandy might know that Kim is only somewhat upset. If Kim almost never swears
in that situation, to Sandy’s knowledge, then Sandy might deduce that Kim is extremely
upset. Further, business meetings are not the only situation in which Kim speaks to Sandy.
If Sandy knows that Kim swears a lot, but not at business meetings, then the import of that
instance of swearing (for Sandy) is di�erent than if Sandy almost never hears Kim swear.

Moving up to the broader categories, Kim is busy constituting the social category middle
manager for Sandy, Kim, and the others present. Thus Sandy will also interpret Kim’s
swearing in the context of the behavior of other middle managers and other employees of
the company. Finally, the taboo nature of the swear words is constituted in part by the
combined practice of all members of the speech community, and Kim, in swearing, is making
use of (and perhaps loosening) this taboo. Note that it’s not just the act of swearing that
has all of these interpretations. Suppose Kim has a particular favorite swear word (and
Sandy knows this), but chose a di�erent one on this occasion. The ‘bite’ or shock-e�ect that
Sandy perceives in Kim’s swearing will depend on that choice, but also on the general level
of taboo associated with the particular word at all of the successively larger parts of the
speech community.5

The preceding paragraph talked about patterns of behavior, including patterns of behav-
ior of entire communities. These patterns can only be meaningful to the extent that they are
known by speakers (and therefore available to be interpreted and to use in the interpretation

5For ease of exposition, this example has taken the notion of a ‘business meeting’ as a social situation
to be invariant background, which of course it isn’t. To the extent that Kim is a prominent or powerful
individual, Kim’s behavior also contributes to what a business meeting is in that company, and in general,
for the people present.
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of new utterances). Of course, no speaker will have perfect knowledge of the speech patterns
of the rest of his/her community, or indeed, even of his/her own speech patterns. What
counts are the patterns that the speaker believes to exist. Such beliefs are based on the ac-
tual interactions that the speaker has had, but certainly extend beyond that as the speaker
extrapolates from his/her experience. As mentioned above, there is considerable potential
for misunderstanding between speakers with di�erent experience, who may or may not as-
sume their position to be shared. Further, it is usually the prerogative of those in power
to assume that their understanding of the patterns is indeed shared. With these caveats, I
believe the model of parallel hierarchies of social structure and linguistic structure provides
a basis for describing the relationship between instances of variants, patterns of variation,
and social value.

Most variationist work focuses on the social value of the patterns, and not of the instance.
In fact, Lavandera (1978:174) argues that because no speakers categorically use one variant
or the other of any particular variable, the meaning must be in the frequency of use of a
particular variant rather than in each individual instance. She contrasts this with cases of
syntactic or lexical variation where each variant is marked as e.g., ‘informal’ or ‘formal’, and
argues that the pattern of variants in formal or informal styles does not carry any meaning,
but is rather an epiphenomenon derived from the fact that the forms are meaningful. On
the other hand, Coupland (2001) argues that in the study of style it’s not aggregate patterns
but individual situated acts that are most revealing. He draws an analogy to music, noting
that a melody is poorly described by its average pitch.

I would like to argue that both the pattern and the instance can be meaningful at the same
time. My intent with the hypothetical business meeting example is to show how patterns
built up out of meaningful acts be called upon as the background against which new acts are
interpreted. In her experimental work, Campbell-Kibler (2006) �nds that listeners evaluate
particular tokens of the (ING) variable (-in or -ing) di�erently depending on which variant
they judge to be ‘natural’ for the speaker, on the basis of the rest of the speaker’s style. Thus
meaningful instances can combine to produce meaningful patterns. To extend Coupland’s
musical analogy, it is not possible to tell from only one note what key a piece of music is in.

2.3 Social meaning and linguistic structure

I have argued above that variation is (potentially) socially meaningful both at the level of
the social import attached to individual variants, and the level of social import of patterns
of those variants. In this section, I consider the relationship between linguistic structure and
social meaning, highlighting three points: (i) Social meaning can attach to units of any level
of linguistic structure. (ii) In some cases, social meaning is the only meaning associated with
a particular contrast in linguistic form. (iii) Non-categorical grammatical constraints on the
distribution of linguistic variables modulate social meaning.

Social meaning can attach to any level of linguistic structure Sociolinguistic stud-
ies have documented socially meaningful deployment of variable linguistic form across all
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levels of linguistic structure: Phonological variables are the best-documented of course (see
Campbell-Kibler 2006, Benor 2001, Eckert 1989 for some examples). Podesva (2006) has
argued that gradient phonetic properties can also be deployed in socially meaningful ways
(e.g., strong release bursts for released /t/ parodying its association with ‘precise’ speech to
produce an e�ect of ‘prissyness’.). Variationist work has also considered morphosyntactic
variables such as variable agreement on auxiliaries in Basque (Haddican 2003) and verb-form
honori�cs in Japanese (Okushi 1997). Less work has been done on purely syntactic patterns,
but negative concord (Eckert 1989, Eckert 2000) is one example. Social meaning can also
attach to lexical choices (e.g., the choice of say, be all, be like, or go (Bucholtz and Hall
2005)). Likewise, social meaning can attach to intonation patterns (e.g., Lowry 2002) and
discourse-level e�ects such as turn-taking strategies (e.g., Gumperz 1982).

Social meaning can be the only meaning associated with a particular contrast
in form The list of linguistic units which can bear social meaning given in the preceding
paragraph is clearly diverse. One way in which the various kinds of socially-meaning units
di�er is in whether or not they carry any other meaning. Clearly the well-studied phono-
logical variables (as well as gradient phonetic features) do not: these variables all involve
non-phonemic contrasts. On the other hand, many of the ‘larger’ units are also involved in
the computation of the truth-conditional meaning of a sentence. Consider the sentences in
(1):

(1) a. I ain’t seen nobody.

b. I didn’t see anybody.

For some speakers, these probably count as two ways of saying the same thing, as far as
the truth conditions are concerned. In that sense, the syntactic variable is behaving like a
phonological variable. At the same time, nobody and anybody are also meaningful words,
something which can’t be said of the various possible productions of the variable (AY) in
the greater Detroit area.

This is not to say that social meaning can only attach to forms which stand in contrast
to alternate ways of saying the same thing. Consider the examples in (2):

(2) a. She has multiple fractures in her �bula.

b. She broke her leg bone all to bits.

While these two examples might be used to communicate about the same state of a�airs, it
would be a stretch to consider them truth-conditionally equivalent. This doesn’t preclude
social meanings attaching to the various word choices, for example, an air of expertise or
authority with the medical terminology and an sense of informality with leg bone and all to
bits. Similarly taboo words don’t usually contrast with non-taboo ways of saying (exactly)
the same thing, though their original or core senses can usually be paraphrased with more
technical terminology.
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At the same time, it is not the case that linguistic variables consisting of morphosyntactic
or lexical units necessarily have meaning beyond their social meanings. Be and do (as used
in (1) are often analyzed as semantically empty units (though the particular forms of be and
do in (1) are also marked for tense and negation, which do have semantic re
exes). Verb-
form honori�cs in Japanese appear to only encode social stances of the speaker vis-�a-vis the
addressee (and related social meanings), as shown in the following minimal pair:

(3) a. Tabe-mash-ita ka
Eat-hon-past q
‘Have you eaten?’
(Addressee is unfamiliar to speaker or socially superior to speaker or situation is
formal or speaker wishes to present him/herself as typically polite and re�ned.)

b. Tabe-ta ka
Eat-past q
‘Have you eaten?’
(Addressee is a peer to speaker or social subordinate and situation is informal and
speaker is not presenting him/herself as typically polite and re�ned)

Similarly, as pointed out by Hudson (1996:257), words such as please (as used in requests),
goodbye and uh-huh carry only social meaning.

Social meaning can be modulated by linguistic context A well-established property
of sociolinguistic variation is that the distribution of variants is sensitive to both ‘external’
(social) and ‘internal’ (grammatical) constraints. For example, in the case of AAVE vari-
able copula absence, numerous production studies (see Rickford 1998 for a summary and
overview) have found robust e�ects of the following syntactic context, among other factors.
In particular, NP predicates are most conducive to overt forms of the copula, followed by
adjective and prepositional phrase predicates followed by verbal predicates (i.e. -ing form
verbs).

On the view of socially meaningful variation presented here, the ‘external’ constraints
are the result of speakers deploying socially meaningful forms in order to take on social
stances and roles, construct personae and reinforce (or renegotiate) social space. How are
the ‘internal’ constraints involved in this process, if at all? In Bender 2005, I report the
results of an experiment designed to test the hypothesis that such ‘internal’ constraints can
modulate the social meaning of a variable. The study involved a matched-guise experiment in
which listeners (including AAVE speakers and non-AAVE speakers) judged AAVE speakers
on seven personality trait scales on the basis of brief utterances, shown in (4).

(4) a. Yeah I know her. She’s teachin me piano at Music World.

b. Yeah I know her. She’s my piano teacher at Music World.

c. Yeah I know her. She teachin me piano at Music World.
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d. Yeah I know her. She my piano teacher at Music World.

In my experiment, African-American listeners judged AAVE speakers using copula presence
in an unmarked environment (before NP) to be somewhat reliable/likeable/well educated,
but not as much so as speakers using copula presence in the marked environment (before
V+ing).6 Non-African-American listeners (even those who reported having experience with
AAVE) did not show any e�ect of the grammatical environment, though they did judge
copula absence to sound less well-educated etc. than copula presence.

To use the terminology introduced above, using copula presence appears to count as
evidence that a person is reliable/likeable/well educated for these speakers, or index these
properties. But it counts as better or stronger evidence (or indexes the properties more
emphatically) in precisely those contexts where it is unusual. The study was small and the
results need to be replicated with a larger number of speakers. Nonetheless, they seem to
indicate that non-categorical grammatical constraints, so far ignored in this discussion of
social meaning, are not a separate issue from social meaning but rather intertwined with it.

2.4 Further remarks on social meaning

So far in this section, I have argued that the social import of linguistic variation is best
described in terms of speakers deploying socially meaningful linguistic elements as they
perform stances and identities. Social meaning can reside both in patterns of use of linguistic
variables in and particular uses of variables, and socially meaningful linguistic variables
can appear at any level of linguistic structure. Finally, I have suggested that grammatical
constraints on linguistic variation are intertwined with social meanings as well. I conclude
this section with some remarks on the similarities and di�erences between social meanings
and truth-conditional meanings.

One characteristic of social meaning is that the actual e�ect of a use of a socially mean-
ingful form is dependent not only on the form’s core meaning, but also on many other factors
including the speaking situation, the speaker’s identity in general and role in the situation,
the listener’s identity, attitudes and beliefs and even a�ect (Campbell-Kibler 2006). This
makes it di�cult to discover the core meaning of linguistic variables. The matched guise
techniques (Lambert et al. 1975) used in Bender 2005 to detect e�ects of the syntactic en-
vironment on the interpretation of copula presence and absence are not able to isolate the
core meaning of the variable. In her study of (ING), Campbell-Kibler uses similar matched-
guise experiments but combines them with interviews of listeners to get a richer set of data
from which to explore the meaning(s) of the variable. Even then, it is not possible to �nd
a de�nitive answer to the question of its core meaning. While it is much easier (though
still non-trivial) to describe the core truth-conditional meaning of lexical items (or syntactic

6This was true for both groups of African-American listeners, those who identi�ed as AAVE speakers
themselves and those who did not. In addition, those who did not self-identify as AAVE-speakers also
showed a similar e�ect of the ‘internal’ constraint on their evaluation of copula absence, judging copula
absence in the marked environment (before NP) to sound less well-educated etc. than copula absence in the
unmarked environment.

10



constructions), these, too, interact with context such that the meanings of ordinary words
get vivi�ed in everyday use (Sag 1992). This vivi�cation complicates considerably the task
of discovering what exactly about the social meaning of an item speakers store in long term
memory, but does not detract from the point that they do store something.

Another characteristic of social meaning is its possible speci�city to particular groups of
interlocutors. That is, it is plausible that copula absence/presence has some social meaning
for AAVE speakers that it does not have for other groups, and that AAVE speakers are aware
of this. Here again, there is a similarity with truth-conditional meaning. Take any ordinary
word that also has a use as a technical term, for example, daughter (of a node in a tree),
mouse (attached to a computer), government (of a dependent by a head), etc. Speakers
who know the technical meanings of these words probably also know which interlocutors
are likely to share that meaning. This is consistent with Harder’s (1996, 2003) analysis of
linguistic meaning as the potential of a form to cause a hearer to invoke some concept. If
meaning involves a representation of the e�ect that using a word can have on an addressee,
then such a representation could also specify the type of addressee one should expect to be
so a�ected.

One would expect social meanings, however, to be subject to more disagreement between
speakers and more active renegotiation. That is, while most English speakers probably have
fairly similar meanings associated with the word horse (or in Harder’s terms, similar beliefs
about what concept its use evokes), certain kinds of social meaning appear to be much more

uid, more easily molded for local stylistic purposes, and more likely to be misunderstood.
This is not to say that truth-conditional meanings are not subject to (re)negotiation, for
they patently are. Words that have undergone semantic change provide evidence of past
renegotiation: e.g., will (once meaning ‘wish’) or mistress (once parallel to master). Thus
what we have here is not a di�erence in kind, but rather a di�erence in degree.7

One might think of this di�erence in terms of degree of conventionality. But what is
convention? Lewis (1969) (see also Clark 1996) sees conventions as rooted in mutual knowl-
edge, or a recursive sequence of \you know that I know that you know...". Searle (1995), on
the other hand, argues that it is a matter of irreducibly collective intentions. This doesn’t
require any kind of community mind. Rather, individual speakers hold beliefs that start
with \We intend that..." This notion of collective intentions is important because, as Harder
(2003) points out, this is what accounts for the fact that, to speakers, the meaning of a word
is not a matter of their choice, but rather a fact about the world.

Harder (2003) argues that there is still more to it, however. Conventions of language rely
not only on collective intentions but also on communicative practice. The usefulness or func-
tion of any part of that system is dependent on the speakers’ experience with communicative
practice up to that point. Likewise, any given use of language provides input to the next
stage of the interlocutors’ systems. That horse can be used to evoke the concept HORSE
among English speakers is a fact about the world. Humpty Dumpty deciding otherwise won’t

7Changes in truth-conditional meaning are often highly tied up with aspects of social meaning, and
changes in both kinds of meaning only take place in socially situated interaction. This is particularly clear
in the case of words like mistress (McConnell-Ginet 1984, 1989).
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change that. However, Humpty Dumpty could try to disrupt or change the feedback cycle
by consistently using horse to refer to something else. This doesn’t guarantee a change, but
could lead to one if Humpty Dumpty has the right social status, etc.

So how does this apply to the di�erence in malleability between social and truth-conditional
meaning? One thing to note is that it is possible for speakers from di�erent English-speaking
communities to have a conversation in which the truth-conditional semantics functions as
intended without understanding all of the social meaning that may have also been expressed.
For example, we expect the broader English speaking community to share a meaning for e.g.,
turn right, but not the social meaning of variable vowel pronunciations. Where might this
expectation come from? I think in this regard one cannot ignore the in
uence of language
standardization|schooling, dictionaries, widely available written sources|in shaping those
expectations. But there may well be more to it, in particular, the kind of concepts that the
di�erent kinds of meaning refer to. Why should Belten High students (Eckert 1989, 2000)
expect an outsider to understand the social meaning of (ay) raising, if that social mean-
ing for them is based in a shared social landscape populated by individuals like Judy (the
burned-out burnout, the social icon) whom the outsider doesn’t know? On the other hand,
I can expect any adult to be familiar with the notion of turning right.

The in-between cases also fall into line here. Politeness is a kind of social meaning
that I expect most adult speakers to know about, and indeed Brown and Levinson (1987)
are able to isolate universal aspects of politeness systems. I would suspect, then, that
associations between form and politeness-based social meaning would remain constant across
larger groups of speakers than other kinds of social meaning. Similarly, I don’t expect all
adult speakers to be familiar with the concept evoked by c-command, and technical terms
have currency only in smaller communities of use.

2.5 Summary

This section has brie
y reviewed the arguments that the relationship between social structure
and linguistic variation is best treated in terms of linguistic variables whose meanings are
co-constructed with local and global social categories by speakers and listeners. I then
argued that social meanings can attach to both individual instances of linguistic variables
as well as to patterns of use of collections of variables, and further suggested that social
meaning can be sensitive to non-categorical (soft, frequentistic) linguistic constraints on the
use of variables. I then suggested that social meanings, like truth-conditional meanings,
boil down to expectations about the reaction of others to certain linguistic forms, and these
expectations are grounded in actual practice and individual speakers’ experience with that
practice. Social meanings stored in speakers’ long-term memory are somewhat abstract or
underspeci�ed and can get vivi�ed di�erently depending on the situation of use. The social
meaning recorded for a given item can be relativized to di�erent types of addressee. In
these two respects, social meanings di�er from truth-conditional meanings only in degree:
social meanings may be more 
uid and more subject to vivi�cation than truth-conditional
meanings. However, it might well be that there is no clear distinction between social and
truth-conditional meanings along these dimensions but that rather they merge into each
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other.
With this background, we now turn to the question of what a linguist’s grammar is

supposed to model.

3 What grammar is a model of

At a su�cient level of abstraction, competence theories of syntax as well as sociolinguistic
theory concern themselves with the same object of study: human language. In practice,
however, theoretical work in these two sub�elds of linguistics is not usually integrated. I
believe, however, that such an integrated theory would provide superior models of language,
able to account for a broader range of data. My goal in this paper is to sketch the constraints
on a theory of grammar (competence) that could form a part of a social theory of language,
such as that described by Eckert:

It is impossible for a social theory of language to view langue as a pre-existing
convention, for a social theory of language must be about the process of con-
ventionalization. By the same token, it is impossible for a social theory of lan-
guage to view the individual speaker’s competence as a simple internalization of
convention. Convention and individual competence are mutually produced and
reproduced in practice, thus linguistic practice is not simply the consensual use
of a common system. Convention is not a thing but a process, and the possibility
of convention resides in speakers’ ability to hypothesize about others’ behavior
and to take interpretable action, along with a commitment to doing so within a
particular social unit. Our speaker, or speaking subject, can not be a clone but
must be an agent in a process of convention-making. (Eckert 2000:45)

In x4 below, I suggest that such a model would need to include information usually con-
sidered to be either extragammatical or super
uous by syntactic theory: social meaning,
prefabricated ‘chunks’ of linguistic structure and some re
ection of probabilistic (or frequen-
tistic) aspects of speakers’ experience with language. In x5-6, I re
ect on how we de�ne
linguistic competence as an object of study, and argue that the traditional boundaries are
arbitrarily drawn and thus should be reexamined. In this section, I ground that discussion
with some general re
ections on what a linguist’s grammar is a model of. There are two
dimensions of possibility: First, a grammar may model the language of a community or
the language of an individual. Second, within models of the language of the individual,
one may distinguish ‘intensional’ models that are meant to re
ect the actual internalized
knowledge of the individual and ‘extensional’ models that attempt only to generate the set
of form/meaning pairs that the individual would accept. The next two subsections treat
each of these dimensions in turn.
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3.1 Community grammar v. individual grammar

Weinreich, Labov and Herzog (1968) argue that the structure in variation is only apparent
when the language of the whole community is studied. What looks random and meaningless
at the level of the individual speaker, according to them, becomes part of a pattern when
that speaker is considered with the other speakers in his/her community. Thus the variable
rules that they present are cast as rules of community grammar|partial descriptions of the
language of a community.

Chomsky (1986) takes a radically opposed position, arguing that only grammars as the-
ories of the internalized language of individuals (I-language) can have sound scienti�c basis.
A grammar that generates the set of sentences in a language is a theory of that language.
But how is a linguist to �nd out what the relevant set of sentences for a whole community
(E-language) is? Chomsky concludes that linguists should be concerned with the language
of individuals, since these systems at least are well-de�ned:

Theories of E-language, if sensible at all, have some di�erent and more obscure
status [than theories of I-language] because there is no corresponding thing in
the world. (1986:27)

The thing-in-the-world that corresponds to a theory of I-language is an individual’s inter-
nalized knowledge of the language. That is, the underlying system behind the patterns of
grammaticality is the individual’s own cognitive state. There is no cognitive state that con-
tains an underlying system for the language of the whole community, no community mind
for the community grammar to be an aspect of.

Part of the issue here is that Chomsky and Weinreich et al. di�er in more than where they
take the structure of language to reside. Chomsky de�nes language in terms of grammat-
icality, and studies the patterns of grammaticality across di�erent forms. Weinreich et al.
are studying di�erences in form that do not a�ect grammaticality, and are investigating how
the patterns of use of the variant forms articulate with the structure of society. Thus what
looks ill-de�ned to Chomsky from the point of view of patterns of grammaticality is the only
way to study what Weinreich et al. are interested in.

Those of us concerned with sociolinguistic variation could retreat to the position that it
is possible to study the language of a community, and to posit a grammar of that language,
as long as that grammar is not construed as a model of linguistic competence. But this
is not satisfactory. I argue, instead, that it is possible to develop a theory of language
(and linguistic competence) that is both social and cognitivist: The thing in the world that
corresponds to community grammar is individuals’ (imperfect) understanding of how other
people speak. In this case, it doesn’t really matter that speech communities are vague or
ill-de�ned. Every speaker has some well-de�ned (although ever changing) set of linguistic
and social experiences. From these experiences, speakers build their imperfect models of the
speech of other people in their social landscape. Through the process of iconization (Irvine
and Gal 2000) forms or patterns of usage become (for the speaker) iconic of types of people,
personality characteristics, stances, etc., analyzing or abstracting over both the linguistic
and the social aspects of their experience.
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