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Language features index
gender indirectly.

• Linguistic features index such things as stances (e.g.
confidence), characteristics (e.g. toughness), emotions (e.g.
anger), which in turn are associated with gender.

• These features combine to constitute styles, which index more
complex personae - which, in turn, constitute ways of
participating in gender categories.

OCHS, E. 1991. "Indexing gender". Rethinking Context, ed. by A. Duranti
and C. Goodwin. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



Flamboyance…

• If we must generalize about the gender binary, we
can only say that women use language to make
greater distinctions
– among themselves
– Stylistically

• Flamboyance is legitimated in women; not in men.

• But use of flamboyance varies considerably among
men and among women.



A Gay Doctor’s situational style shifting
Phonetic Patterns for Falling Contour
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Heath uses significantly higher f0 levels, wider f0 ranges, and steeper f0
slopes in the group social situation than the other two situations.From Rob Podesva



How do women become
stylizers?

• Systematic gender differences in dialect
emerge in preadolescence.

• So what’s happening during that life
stage that should lead to such a
change?



Steps: 92% Non-White Anglo, primarily poor:
• Latina/o
• Asian American
• Pacific Islander
• African American

Fields: 80% White Anglo, financially stable

Ethnographic work in two
elementary schools

With Christi Cervantes.



From childhood to
adolescence

• How does a cohort of kids come to constitute a peer-
based social order?
– How do they appropriate organized power from adults?
– How do they create structure amongst themselves?

• How is language deployed in that process?
– How do linguistic variables come to be associated with

adolescent social practice?



The creation of a crowd

• Transcends the classroom
• Brings boys and girls together as

collaborators sharing social resources
• Creates a social market - a heterosexual

market
• Ties status to heterosexual practice, putting

heteronormativity at the base of the social
order.

• Community of practice based on pairing up
heterosexual couples (a “popular crowd”)



Girls as social engineers

• Girls are engaged in merging smaller
friendship groups to create a crowd.

• It’s primarily the girls who decide who will be
paired with whom, and who negotiate the
alliances with the boys.

• Both activities involve constant drama.



Heterosexual alliances -

• Heterosexual alliances are purely
transactional.

• Their legitimacy resides in the fact that they
are negotiated by the crowd.

• They are short-lived: Fast trades create value
for both traders and commodities.



Trading is a female activity
• Girls begin moving around slowly and

“talking”.

• Girls engage in public drama.

• The crowd constructs legitimacy

• The crowd becomes the focus of a stylistic
market.



Creating visibility and
legitimacy

– Domination of the playground
– Crowd activities as Essential Public

Knowledge
– Crowd interactions as Public Drama
– Legitimation of crowd couples
– Intense stylistic activity
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Elmira’s nasal pattern



Ben’s nasal pattern



Rachel’s nasal pattern



Tina’s nasal pattern



Meryl’s nasal pattern



Belinda’s nasal pattern



Merilee’s nasal pattern (f2 only)



Carolyn’s nasal pattern



Geneva’s nasal non-pattern



Selena’s nasal non-pattern



Trudy’s nasal non-pattern



Pierrehumbert, J., T. Bent, B. Munson, A. Bradlow, J. M. Bailey (2004) The
influence of sexual orientation on vowel production. J. Acoust. Soc. Am.
116(4), 1905-1908.

Vowel Dispersion

• Women’s vowel systems are more
expanded than men’s

• Gay men’s and gender non-conforming
boys’ vowel systems are more
expanded than straight men’s and
gender-conforming boys’.



Phonetic Patterns for /t/ Release Bursts

From Rob Podesva



Heath’s Pre-Burst Vowel Space

300

400

500

600

700

800

750100012501500175020002250

i

e

I

e
U

A

A

o

U

300

400

500

600

700

800

750100012501500175020002250

i i

I

I

Q

Q

Q

Q

E

E

U
E

QE

E

U

E

professional

social

Professional
l

social
Social

From Rob Podesva



Elmira’s vowel dispersion



Tina’s vowel dispersion



Elmira               Tina



Why can’t she talk normal?
Gender and other hierarchies
• Class stratification
• Peasant mobility (Gal)
• African American female impersonators

(Barrett)
• On the global level - the use of English in

the Miss Galaxy pageant in Tonga.
BESNIER, NIKO. 2002. Transgenderism, locality, and the Miss
Galaxy beauty pageant in Tonga. American Ethnologist, 29.534-66.


