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The Issue 

  While sociolinguistic variationists have shown 
renewed interest in identifying the range of social 
meanings a linguistic feature can index, little 
attention has been paid to how meaning is 
constrained. 

  This paper explores the types of social and 
linguistic factors that constrain the social meaning of 
released /t/ in U.S. politics. 

Social Meaning 

  Stances, personal characteristics, and identities 
indexed through the deployment of linguistic forms 
in interaction. 

  Example: Labov’s (1963) Martha’s Vineyard Study 

a.  Occupation    b.  Leaving or Staying   c.  Orientation to Island 

(ay) (aw) 

Fisherman 100 79 

Farmers 32 22 

Others 41 57 

(ay) (aw) 

Leaving 1 0 40 

Leaving 2 0 0 

Staying 1 90 100 

Staying 2 113 119 

(ay) (aw) 

Positive 63 62 

Neutral 32 42 

Negative 9 8 

Centralization Index Scores: Nucleus of (ay) and (aw) 

Released /t/ 

  Bucholtz (1995, 2001) 
  Female adolescents used released stops as resource for constructing nerd identity. 

  Benor (2004) 
  /t/ releases were used by Orthodox Jews to construct masculinity via learnedness. 

  Podesva, Roberts & Campbell-Kibler (2001) 
  Gay activist lawyer used more released stops than opponent in debate on public radio. 

  Campbell-Kibler (2004) 
  Guises containing released variants were rated as sounding more formal and intelligent. 

  Levon (2006) 
  /t/ releases used most frequently in youth group, a context in which Reform Judaism 

was most salient. 

  Podesva (2006) 
  Gay men used released /t, d/ more frequently in professional contexts than social 

contexts. 

  Sclafani (2009) 
  Actor parodying Martha Stewart releases /t/ categorically to highlight her faux ‘good 

woman’ image. 



The Indexical Field 

Eckert (2008) 

Constraining the Indexical Field 

  In spite of the importance of indeterminacy to 
theorizing social meaning (Jaffe 2009, Podesva and 
Chun 2007), it presents a challenge for 
communication. 

  When linguistic features are produced or perceived, 
contextual factors constrain their indexical fields by 
foregrounding some meanings and backgrounding 
others. 

Dimensions of Context 

1.  Linguistic 

 Environment in which linguistic forms occur 

 Released /t/ utterance-finally (favored environment) vs. 

utterance-medially after a sonorant (disfavored 
environment) 

 Linguistic features with which target features co-occur 

 Style: a set of linguistic features whose social meaning is 

encoded not in any one dimension, but by their simultaneous 
production 

 Example: monotonous part of sports announcer talk 

Dimensions of Context 

2.  Discourse/Interactional 

 Organization of talk among participants, during which 
meanings are an emergent product of interaction 

  Indexing – Speakers link linguistic features with social 

meanings, either implicitly through the use of a feature or 
explicitly through metalinguistic reference to a feature 

 Framing/Positioning – Participants place their speech in a 

particular frame, positioning themselves in relation to an 
utterance. 



Dimensions of Context 

3.  Sociocultural 

 Set of conventional associations among locations, 
participants, and their community membership; 
concomitant ideological expectations 

 Example: HRT in a medical exam 

 Uncertainty 

 Desire to sustain talk 

 Effort to confirm patient’s understanding 

Released /t/ in U.S. Politics 

George W. Bush Hillary Rodham Clinton John Edwards 

Barack Obama Nancy Pelosi Condoleezza Rice 

We investigate how these 

political figures speak and 
are perceived as individuals 

and avoid making claims 
according to identity 

categories. 

Diverse in Term of 

-  Gender 
-  Race 

-  Age 

-  Regional accent 
-  Political party affiliation 

Remainder of Talk 

1.  Matched Guise Test 
  Listener perceptions of meaning of released /t/ 

  Digital manipulation of audio files 

  Result interpreted against backdrop of production study 

2.  Released /t/ in Discourse 
  Distribution of /t/ in chains of repeated lexical items 

  How /t/ realizations structure discourse 

  Social meaning is constrained by the linguistic 
environment in which features occur (linguistic context), 
the structure of the discourse in which it is embedded 
(discourse context), and social perceptions of the 
speaker producing it (sociocultural context).  

Matched Guise Study 
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Production Study: Data and Analysis 

  60 minutes of speech for each politician 
  Formal speeches to large audiences 

  Topics: foreign policy and healthcare 

  Transcriber to Praat for acoustic verification of auditory 
coding of realization 
  released, glottalized, flapped, deleted, or other 

  Duration measurements 

  Two environments: word-final (N = 3,969) and word-medial 
intersonorant (N = 1,475) 

  Linguistic Factors Considered 
  preceding and following environment, morphological affiliation, 

lexical frequency, and stress 

  Multivariate analysis using GoldVarb   

Linguistic Constraints on Word-Final Release 

Factor N % FW 

Preceding Sound 

 Obstruent 514/821 62.6% 0.898 

 Sonorant Consonant 243/751 32.4% 0.525 

 Vowel 282/2397 11.8% 0.315 

Following Sound 

 Pause 533/969 55.0% 0.880 

 Vowel 351/1333 26.3% 0.604 

 Non-sibilant Consonant 154/1456 10.6% 0.272 

 Sibilant 1/211 0.5% 0.007 

Morphological Affiliation 

 Past Tense -ed 143/194 73.7% 0.729 

 Semi-weak Verb 20/64 31.2% 0.556 

 Root 876/3711 23.6% 0.486 

Lexical Frequency 

 Low 731/1914 38.2% 0.553 

 High 308/2055 15% 0.450 

Input = 0.141, p ≤ 0.000, Log likelihood = -1396.823 

Social Constraint on Word-Final Release 

Factor N % FW 

Speaker 

 Hillary Clinton 264/673 39.2% 0.724 

 Condoleezza Rice 235/730 32.2% 0.648 

 Nancy Pelosi 155/620 25.0% 0.472 

 George W. Bush 105/424 24.8% 0.465 

 Barack Obama 179/868 20.6% 0.375 

 John Edwards 101/654 15.4% 0.310 

Input = 0.141, p ≤ 0.000, Log likelihood = -1396.823 

0 

5 

10 

15 

20 

25 

30 

35 

40 

Clinton Rice Pelosi Bush Obama Edwards 

%
 R

e
le

a
se

d
 

Linguistic Constraints on Word-Medial Release 

Factor N % FW 

Preceding Syllable Stress 

 Unstressed 40/500 8.0% 0.841 

 Stressed 6/975 0.6% 0.298 

Preceding Vowel 

 High Front Vowel 30/388 7.7% 0.722 

 Other Vowel 15/854 1.8% 0.455 

 Rhotic Approximant 1/233 0.4% 0.282 

Lexical Frequency 

 Low 40/1015 3.9% 0.567 

 High 6/460 1.3% 0.355 

Input = 0.007, p ≤ 0.05, Log likelihood = -138.461 



Social Constraint on Word-Medial Release 

Factor N % FW 

Speaker 

 Nancy Pelosi 27/218 12.4% 0.871 

 George W. Bush 7/285 2.5% 0.604 

 Condoleezza Rice 5/308 1.6% 0.484 

 John Edwards 3/210 1.4% 0.461 

 Hillary Clinton 3/187 1.6% 0.375 

 Barack Obama 1/267 0.4% 0.188 
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Input = 0.007, p ≤ 0.05, Log likelihood = -138.461 

•  The final release is much more common than 

the medial release. 

•  Hillary Clinton and Condoleezza Rice favor 

final releases. 

•  Nancy Pelosi favors medial releases. 

•  Barack Obama and John Edwards disfavor 

final releases, with Obama also exhibiting 
the lowest rate of medial releases. 

Summary of Production Study 

Focus Groups 

  Main purpose: to pick a set of adjectives 
appropriate for describing “political speech” to be 
used in the perception study 

  18 participants in 8 focus groups, with each session 
lasting 25-40 minutes 

  Participants were asked open-ended questions 
without having attention drawn to specific variants. 

Selecting Adjectives for the Study 

  Frequently mentioned attributes were selected. 
  When possible, similar descriptors were collapsed into single adjectives 

scales (to keep test sufficiently short).  

  Preference was given to attributes that were used frequently, and about 
more than one politician. 

friendly unfriendly 

warm, welcoming, caring, personal, 

intimate, not distant, relatable, 
personable, personal, friendly, 

charismatic, reassuring, connected 

not warm, not caring, impersonal,  

not personable, not friendly,  

lack of charisma, detached 

adjective tokens number of politicians 

articulate 8 4 

authoritative 7 5 



Adjective Scales 

1.  friendly  …………………  unfriendly 

2.  Southern  …………………  not southern 

3.  passionate  …………………  boring 

4.  not intelligent  …………………  intelligent 

5.  authoritative  …………………  not authoritative 

6.  unaccented  …………………  accented 

7.  sincere  …………………  insincere 

8.  spontaneous  …………………  rehearsed 

9.  inarticulate  …………………  articulate 

Example of Stimulus Pair 

carrier phrase:  

“from the national security advisor”  

Time (s)
0 0.490454

0

5500

Remove original /t/ variant. 

Find variants to paste in. 

flap in “dignity”          release in “university” 

Time (s)
0 0.416122

0

5500

Time (s)
0 0.53873

0

5500

Paste into carrier phrase. 

Time (s)
0 0.467234

0

5500

Time (s)
0 0.491497

0

5500

“from the national security advisor”      “from the national security advisor” 

Stimuli 

  All test stimuli were artificially constructed in Praat 
using digital splicing (cut and paste). 

  Stimuli feature /t/ in linguistic environments in which 
its realization is most variable. 

  All stimuli were short phrases. 

 Short phrases minimize the effects of utterance content. 

 Using short phrases also kept to a minimum the 
potential effects of rhythm on the perception of 
articulateness. 

  Distracter stimuli, which contained no /t/ 
environments, were also used.  

Stimuli 

Realization in Guise 

Variant in Carrier 

Prosodic Environment 

Politician Nancy Pelosi 

Word-Final 

Released 

th t˺ 

Unreleased 

th t˺ 

Word-Medial 

Released 

th � 

Flapped 

th � 

Filler 

Between Subjects Design 



Perception Experiment Screen Shot Summary of Participants 

  Recruited primarily by online networks, giving rise to 
intersubject uniformity among the participant 
population. 

  70 subjects 

 Relatively evenly balanced in terms of sex. 

 Grew up or currently live in 31 states.   

 Typical subject is white, early 20s democrat who follows 
politics daily.    

  Ratings of stimuli did not vary according to 
respondent characteristics.  

Word-Final /t/ Guise 
Significant Effects on Speaker Attributes 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

released unreleased 

Pelosi: friendly 

p < 0.0068 

  Pelosi rated as 
sounding more friendly 
in the unreleased 
guise.  

  Relative to other 
politicians, friendliness 
ratings were high 
overall (rank: 2). 

Word-Final /t/ Guise 
Significant Effects on Speaker Attributes 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

released unreleased 

Obama: unintelligent 

p < 0.0298 

  Obama rated as 
sounding more 
unintelligent in the 
released guise (more 
intelligent in the 
unreleased guise).  

  Relative to other 
politicians, Obama’s 
intelligence ratings 
were highest overall 
(rank: 1). 



Word-Medial /t/ Guise 
Significant Effects on Speaker Attributes 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

released flapped 

Edwards: inarticulate 

Edwards and Rice are rated as sounding similarly articulate, with both more 

inarticulate in the unreleased guise (i.e., more articulate in the released guise). 

p < 0.0416 
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released flapped 

Rice: inarticulate 

p < 0.0049 

Word-Medial /t/ Guise 
Significant Effects on Speaker Attributes 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

released flapped 

Edwards: Southern 

Both Edwards and Rice are rated as sounding more Southern in the unreleased guise, 

though they differ dramatically in their Southernness scores. 

p < 0.0018 
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released flapped 

Rice: Southern 

p < 0.0203 

Word-Medial /t/ Guise 
Significant Effects on Speaker Attributes 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

released flapped 

Edwards: unaccented 

Edwards is rated as sounding more unaccented when released, while the reverse is 

true for Pelosi, who sounds more unaccented when unreleased (i.e., more accented in 
the released guise). 

p < 0.0385 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

released flapped 

Pelosi: unaccented 

p < 0.0040 

Word-Medial /t/ Guise 
Significant Effects on Speaker Attributes 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

released flapped 

Obama:  

passionate 

Obama rated as sounding 

more passionate in the 
unreleased guise.  

p < 0.0009 
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released flapped 

Pelosi:  

sincere 

Pelosi rated as sounding 

more sincere in the 
unreleased guise. 

p < 0.0355 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

released flapped 

Edwards: 

authoritative 

Edwards rated as sounding 

more authoritative in the 
released guise.  

p < 0.0385 



Perception Study Observations 

  Patterns somewhat variable across politicians, 
indicating that the social meaning of released /t/ is 
mediated by the the identity of who is producing it. 

  A clearer picture of the feature’s social meaning 
emerges when speakers are considered separately. 

 Edwards and Rice 

 Pelosi 

 Obama 

 Clinton and Bush 

Edwards and Rice Summary 

  Sound more articulate when medial /t/ is released, 
which is in line with previous work on the social 
meaning of final released /t/. 

  Sound more Southern and when medial /t/ is 
flapped, though general Southernness levels are 
determined by features other than /t/.  

  Edwards additionally sounds more authoritative and 
unaccented when medial /t/ is released, indicating 
that his released /t/s activate a more expansive 
indexical field. 

Pelosi Summary 

  Sounds friendlier when final /t/ is unreleased, more 
sincere and unaccented when medial /t/ is flapped. 

  Produced highest rate of medial releases (by a 
wide margin). 

  Listeners generally rate Pelosi more positively on 
affective attributes when she uses the unreleased/
flapped variant. 

  (Given that her medial release rates are so high, 
she could stand to benefit from using fewer 
releases.) 

Participant Commentary on Pelosi 

Focus Group 

Participant 1:  Um, I don’t want to sound, say, fake, but she 
just sounded- like she was- it was just very- it 
contrasted from her other speech, so I- um, she 
sounded like she was trying to be more 
authoritative in her speech, perhaps. 

071116-1140-2-3 

(*WF, WF, WF) 



Obama Summary 

  Sounds more intelligent when final /t/ is unreleased, 
more passionate when medial /t/ is flapped. 

  Obama produces releases least frequently word-
medially and second least often word-finally.   

  Thus Obama was rated more favorably in guises 
that most closely approximate his actual speech. 

  Listeners may refer to their knowledge of how 
speakers usually speak when formulating 
interpretations of their speech.   

Remaining Speakers 

  The released and unreleased guises for the other 
two speakers were not judged to sound different. 

 George W. Bush 

 Hillary Rodham Clinton 

  Listeners’ views about these two politicians may be 
sufficiently strong that slight modifications of speech 
may not effect a shift in ratings.  

Overall Ratings by Adjective 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

articulate intelligent authoritative passionate friendly sincere spontaneous accented southern 

Bush Edwards Clinton Obama Pelosi Rice 

Views about Bush tend to be the most extreme:  

least    articulate, intelligent, authoritative, sincere  
second-least  passionate, spontaneous 

Participant Commentary on Bush 

Focus Group 

Participant 1:  It’s really hard to separate this from, like, 
(laughter) everything else that I know about 
this guy. 

071116-1140-2-3 

(*WF, WF, WF)  



Participant Commentary on Bush 

Survey 

  “Of course, my responses are biased, based on how much I 
hate him and already know about him.” 

  29, white, female, NY, artist, democrat 

  “Again, I was suprised [sic] he sounded intelligent to me. 
Generally, I don’t think of George Bush as among the most 
intelligent politicians.” 

  28, white, male, FL, attorney, independent 

  “I’m probably biased.  I’m not sure he knows what these 
words mean.” 

  31, white, male, IN, student, democrat 

Participant Commentary on Clinton 

Focus Group 

Participant 1:  It sounds like she’s clear without trying, whereas everyone 
else, I mean, some of the other ones, um, where they’re 

pronouncing every single, enunciating every single 
syllable, you know, it just, it comes off as being a little 
stilted. 

 … 

Interviewer:  Who sounded the clearest? 

Participant 2:  For me it would probably be um Hillary Clinton. 

Participant 3:  I think it was- I would agree, too.  She sounded clear 
without having it sound- seem forced. 

071111-1900-1-3 

(*AM, *AM, *AM) 

Participant Commentary on Clinton 

Focus Group 

(about Hillary’s released pronunciation of /t/ in security) 

Participant 1:  It sounded still, like, as relaxed I guess, like 
not really relaxed, not like Bill Clinton, but it 
still sounded like that was just her natural 
thing. Like it didn’t sound like she was trying 
too hard. It just sounds like that’s just the way 
she talks. 

071119-1615-2-4 

(*WF, WF, AF, UF) 

Interim Conclusions 

  Social meanings attributed to variation are 
ultimately mediated by listener impressions of the 
speaker. 

  Listener interpretations may depend on their 
knowledge of how frequently features are used by 
the speaker under evaluation. 

  A linguistic feature’s social meaning is mediated in 
part by the linguistic context in which it occurs.  



Released /t/ in Discourse 
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Discourse Context 

  In conversation, shifts in the realization of a variable 
may be indicative of a speakers’ stance toward the 
subject matter or shed light on shifting relationships 
between interactants (Schilling-Estes 2004). 

  Political Speeches 

 Monologic, but still interactional 

 Discourse is highly structured 

  Research Question: Does discourse structure affect 
the realization of /t/ as speeches unfold? 

Recency 

  Recency effects refer to phenomena whereby the 
production of a linguistic unit depends on how 
much time has transpired since the previous 
occurrence of that same linguistic unit. 

  The more recent the item, the more likely it will 
occur again. 
  Syntactic persistence (Bock 1986, Dubey et al. 2008, 

Jaeger and Snider 2007) 

  Lexical entrainment (Brennan 1996, Precoda and Podesva 
2004) 

  Phonological recency effect (Abramowicz) 

  But what happens in the absence of prior occurrences? 

Resonance 

  Resonance: ‘the activation of potential affinity 
across utterances, between comparable 
linguistic elements at any level’  
 Resonance: Du Bois 2007, Kärkäinnen 2006: 719) 

 Parallelism: Labov 1972 

 Fractional congruence: Agha 2007 

 Text-metricality: Lempert 2008 

  Functions 
 Cause discourse to cohere 

 Work intersubjectively to enable speakers to take 
stances toward propositional content or interlocutors 



The Study 

  Same data as previously described 

  Word-final tokens (N=4,102) 

  Dependent variables 
  Realizaton of /t/ 
  Release burst duration, normalized for speech rate 

  Independent variables 
  Politician  
  Preceding and following environment 
 Morphological affiliation 
 Word frequency 
  Recency: chains of repeated lexical items 

  Recent if >10 intervening other words 
  First mentions, subsequent mentions, and singletons 

Results: Realization of /t/ 

402 64 
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107 
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released 

present 

deleted 

χ2 = 21.71, df = 2, p ≤ 0.001 

Low Frequency Words 

Function of Released /t/ in First Mentions 

  Maximize comprehension of novel material 

 Rich acoustic cues of release burst cue presence of stop 
(Repp 1984, Wright 2004), facilitate identification of 
lexical item 

  Structure discourse 

 New lexical item = new topic or talking point 

 Strong realizations of new lexical item can help signal 

shift in topic and/or stance 

Hillary Clinton Extract 

Structure 

  Abstract    lines 1-2 

  First Component  lines 2-12 

  Second Component  lines 13-23 

  Third Component  lines 24-39 



1 I plan to introduce legislation with regard 

2 to Iraq that(p) includes three components: 

3 First(r) it(p) will cap 

4 the number of troops in Iraq 

5 at the levels they existed on January first(r) 

6 and will require the Administration to seek 

7 Congressional authorization for any additional troops. 

8 This type of troop limit(r) 

9 has ample historical precedent(r) 

10 including a cap on the number of U.S. troops 

11 in Lebanon in nineteen eighty-three, 

12 and more recently, Congress has limited the number of U.S. troops in Colombia. 

Abstract 

First Component 

13 Second, as a means to increase our leverage with the Iraqi government(r) 

14 my legislation would also impose conditions for 

15 continued funding of the Iraqi security forces 

16 and the private(p) contractors working for the Iraqis. 

17 It(p) would require certification that(p) 

18 the security forces were free of sectarian and militia influence 

19 and were assuming greater responsibility for Iraqi security. 

20 I do not(p) support(r) cutting funding for American troops, 

21 but(p) I do support(r) cutting funding for Iraqi forces 

22 if the Iraqi government(r) 

23 does not(p) meet(r) set(r) conditions. 

Second Component 

24 Finally, my legislation will require the Administration 

25 to meet(p) additional conditions for success in Iraq, 

26 including the assumption of greater responsibilities 

27 by the Iraqi government(p) within six months. 

28 The Administration has claimed that(p) it(p) intends to 

29 hold the Iraqi government to certain conditions, and this legislation 

30 will insure that(p) both the Bush administration 

31 and the Iraqi government(p) meet their commitments. 

32 The conditions would require the Administration to certify that(p) Iraq 

33 has disarmed the militias, 

34 insure equitable sharing of oil revenues, 

35 make the constitutional changes to insure rights for each ethnic community, 

36 reverse 

37 deba’athification 

38 to allow teachers, professionals, and others who joined the Ba’ath 

39 Party as a means to get(p) a job to serve in the new Iraqi government(p). 

Third Component 

Social Meaning of /t/ Release 

  ‘conviction’ (Lempert 2009) 

  ‘emphatic’ stance (Eckert 2008) 

  ‘adamancy’ (Benor 2004) 

Rates of /t/ Release Over Time During Excerpt 

1.  First Component   lines 2-12   67% (4/6) 

2.  Second Component  lines 13-23   50% (6/12) 

3.  Third Component   lines 24-39   0% (0/9) 



Results: Duration of Release 

  One might predict release bursts to progressively 
shorten in chains of lexical items ending in 
released /t/. 

  A regression reveals significant effects of preceding 
and following phonological environment and 
politician. 

  No recency effect: position in chain does not affect 
burst duration. 

Function of Steady Duration 

  Establishes stylistic coherence by achieving a 
phonetic variety of resonance. 

  Rendering repeated words with similar segmental 
phonetics is a means of maintaining a particular 
style or stance. 

George W. Bush Extract 

1 This good, decent(p) man concluded, 

2 “This is ... also our fight(r) 

3 to defend freedom.” 

4 Ladies and gentlemen, 

5 this good man from Japan was right(r) 

6 The establishment(d) of a free Iraq ... is our fight(r) 

7 The success of a free Afghanistan is our fight(r) 

8 The war on terror is our fight(r) 

Barack Obama Extract 

1 The first(d) part(p) of the strategy 

2 begins by exerting the greatest(r) leverage 

3 that(d) we have on the Iraqi government(d), 

4 and that’s a phased 

5 redeployment(r) of U.S. troops from Iraq on a timetable that would begin 

6 in four to six months. 

7 Uh- When I first(p) advocated <<cough>> 

8 when I first(d) advocated steps along these lines 

9 almost(d) a year ago, 

10 I had hoped that this phased redeployment(r) 

11 could begin by the end of this year, two thousand and six. 

12 Such a timetable m-may now need to be adjusted 

13 and begin in two thousand and seven, but(p) begin it(p) must(r). 

14 For only through this phased redeployment(r) can we send a clear message 

15 to the Iraqi factions that the United States is not(p) going to hold together this country indefinitely, 

16 that(p) it(p) will be up to them 

17 to form a viable government(r) 

18 that(d) can effectively run 

19 and secure Iraq. 



Conclusions 

Social meaning is constrained by the… 

  Discourse/Interactional Context 

 Released /t/ as an index of ‘conviction’ at the 
introduction of topics 

  Sociocultural Context 
 Focus on political domain 

  Interpretation of meaning with reference to speaker 
identity 

  Linguistic Context 

 Stronger social meaning in word-medial than word-final 
position 
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