
 

 

Exploring social approaches to meaning:  
Issues at the socio-pragmatics interface 

Organizers: Rebekah Baglini (University of Aarhus), Emily Lake (Stanford University)  
Participants:  
Eric Acton 
Andrea Beltrama  
Heather Burnett  
Penelope Eckert (Discussant)  
Gareth Roberts (Discussant)  
 
Although social meaning has long been overlooked as a contextual factor affecting interpretation 
of linguistic expressions, recent years have seen a growing interest in bridging formal 
semantic/pragmatic and sociolinguistic perspectives on meaning.  Simultaneous developments in 
these respective fields have created fertile ground for integrated approaches, reflecting a desire to 
better understand how differing representations of meaning emerge and interact.  As Eckert 
states, “it is time to integrate the study of variation with the study of meaning in language more 
generally” (2011: 4–5).   

Emerging from third wave approaches to sociolinguistics, a new emphasis has been 
placed on socially meaningful variation, showing that listeners appeal to social meaning for 
interpretation (Campbell-Kibler 2007; D’Onofrio 2016, forthcoming; Lake 2018) and speakers 
exploit variation for stylistic persona construction (c.f. Eckert 2008, 2012; Zhang 2005; Podesva 
2007; Pratt and D’Onofrio 2017; Pratt 2018).  In formal semantics and pragmatics, the most 
influential topics of the last decade include socially motivated phenomena falling under the 
umbrella of expressive meaning (Van Rooij 2003; Potts 2007; Potts et al 2009; McCready et al. 
2012 ; McCready 2012; Gutzmann 2015; among others). These new developments have laid the 
groundwork for formal approaches to topics traditionally within the realm of sociolinguistics, 
such as stance, style, and persona construction (Smith et al., 2010; Acton, 2014; Acton and Potts, 
2014; Cornips, 2014; Beltrama, 2016).  

Each of the talks selected for this panel affirm the role of semantics and pragmatics in 
third wave approaches to language variation and identify exciting directions for future work. The 
first talk, by Heather Burnett, integrates truth-conditional and social meaning through an 
enriched semantic ontology with personae, illustrated by a case study of the slur dyke versus its 
‘neutral’ alternative lesbian. The second talk, by Andrea Beltrama, demonstrates how iconically-
motivated inferences form a bridge from pragmatic properties to social meanings. The final talk, 
by Eric K. Acton, focuses on the wide-ranging role of markedness in phonetically-based social 
meaning, and appeals to a unified vision of pragmatic and sociolinguistic processes in discourse. 
Talks will be 20 minutes, followed by 5 minutes for Q&A. For the final fifteen minutes of the 
session, the presenters will be joined by discussants Penelope Eckert and Gareth Roberts, who  
will provide brief remarks on the contributions of the papers and facilitate additional Q&A 
between the audience and the presenters.    



 

 

 
Relevant references 
 
Campbell-Kibler, K. (2007). Accent,(ING), and the social logic of listener perceptions. American 
Speech, 82(1), 32-64. 
 
D'Onofrio, A. (2015). Persona-based information shapes linguistic perception: Valley Girls and 
California vowels. Journal of Sociolinguistics, 19(2), 241-256. 
 
Eckert, P. (2008). Variation and the indexical field. Journal of sociolinguistics, 12(4), 453-476. 
 
Eckert, P. (2011). The future of variation studies. All-star panel on the past, present and future of 
variation studies. New Ways of Analyzing Variation, 40. 
 
Jeshion, R. (2013). Slurs and stereotypes. Analytic Philosophy, 54(3), 314-329. 
 
Jones, L. (2012). Dyke/girl: Language and identities in a lesbian group. Palgrave Macmillan.  
 
McConnell-Ginet, S. (2002). Queering semantics: Definitional struggles. Language and 
sexuality: Contesting meaning in theory and practice, 137-60. 
 
Podesva, R. J. (2007). Phonation type as a stylistic variable: The use of falsetto in constructing a 
persona. Journal of Sociolinguistics, 11(4), 478-504. 
 
Zhang, Q. (2005). A Chinese yuppie in Beijing: Phonological variation and the construction of a 
new professional identity. Language in Society, 34(3), 431-466. 
 
Paper abstracts 
 
A Persona-Based Semantics for Slurs (Heather Burnett -- CNRS-Université Paris 7 - Diderot) 
 
I present a new semantic analysis of a class of slurs, focusing on "dyke" and its so-called neutral 
counterpart "lesbian". I argue that not enough attention has been paid in the literature to uses of 
the slur ("dyke") by members of the target group, which, I argue, are problematic for many 
current approaches to slur semantics. I also argue that not enough attention has been paid to the 
use of the ‘neutral' form ("lesbian"), which is generally treated as having a simple meaning, such 
as ‘engage[s] in same-sex sex' (Jeshion 2013: 312). Following McConnell-Ginet 2002, I argue 
that the meaning of "lesbian" is complex and accounting for all uses of "dyke" and "lesbian" 
requires a new semantics for both terms. To this end, I propose that "dyke" and "lesbian" denote 
different sets of personae (Zhang 2005, Podesva 2007, Eckert 2008, D'Onofrio 2015), abstract 
objects commonly used in the analysis of social meaning. I show how puzzles associated with 
both 'in group' and 'out group' uses can be solved through combining a theory of these personae 



 

 

with a theory of how listeners' ideologies affect utterance interpretation. A consequence of my 
proposal is therefore that the ontologies of social and truth-conditional meaning overlap. 
 
Iconicity, social meaning, and pragmatic variation (Andrea Beltrama -- Université Paris 7 - 
Diderot)  
 
The notion of iconicity is a crucial analytical tool to explore the social meanings of phonological 
variation (Bucholtz 2001, Eckert 2008). In this talk, I ask whether this category can similarly 
illuminate the social significance of phenomena within pragmatic variation. First, I investigate 
how listeners rely on pragmatic imprecision (Lasersohn 1999) to draw iconically 
motivated  inferences about the identity of their interlocutor; second, I propose to explore how 
iconicity can help us understand why speakers uttering alternative questions with "or not" 
(e.g., Are you coming or not?) are perceived as rude and discursively aggressive (Biezma 2009). 
Though still exploratory, this work affords a novel perspective to investigate how the pragmatic 
properties of linguistic forms inform the social meaning(s) that they index, thus complementing 
an emerging strand of work in socio-pragmatics (Acton and Potts 2014; Jeong and Potts 2016, 
Beltrama and Staum Casasanto 2017). 
 
 
On the unity of sociolinguistics and pragmatics (Eric K. Acton – Eastern Michigan 
University)  
 
I argue that, despite considerable differences in practice, both pragmatics and sociolinguistics 
ultimately concern how discourse contexts shape interlocutors’ utterances, and vice versa. Both 
fundamentally (i) conceive of speakers as attempting to optimize the cost-benefit ratio of their 
utterances given their goals; (ii) conceive of hearers as attempting to infer why a speaker would 
prefer their selected utterance to alternatives that might otherwise have seemed preferable. 
Analyzing an utterance’s apparent benefits in terms of informativity and its costs in terms of 
markedness, I show that this perspective illuminates phenomena ranging from implicature to the 
role of salience in phonetically-based social meaning. It further suggests that various dimensions 
of an utterance’s form and meaning can influence each other: just as semantics can engender 
social meaning, even the phonetic realization of a morpheme can add specificity to at-issue 
content. 
 
 
 


