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ABSTRACT

Labov defined the linguistic variable as “a class of variants which are ordered
along a continuous dimension and whose position is determined by an inde-
pendent linguistic or extralinguistic variable” (1966:15). A precondition for
identifying surface forms as variants of a single variable is semantic, or truth-
conditional, equivalence. This requirement proves hard to apply beyond
(morpho)phonology, and was subsequently relaxed into one of functional
equivalence. The focus of this article is pragmatic variation and how we
should interpret functional equivalence to account for this. It is proposed
that the variants of a pragmatic variable share a common procedural
meaning, defined as a set of instructions guiding the inferential phase of ut-
terance interpretation. Recasting the core meaning of pragmatic variables in
procedural terms allows us to co-examine alternating forms that may express
different referential meanings, remaining true to the spirit of Labov’s propo-
sal, who saw linguistic variables as socially motivated clusterings of forms.
(Pragmatic variation, functional equivalence, procedural meaning, Rel-
evance Theory)*

INTRODUCTION

The linguistic variable was introduced in the 1960s by William Labov as a meth-
odological tool with which to bring together and co-examine surface forms that al-
ternate in discourse. In proposing this, Labov was reacting to an earlier view of the
units of linguistic analysis as “1. discrete, 2. invariant, 3. conjunctively defined, and
4. qualitatively different” (1966:19), which he termed the “categorical view”
(ibid.). In contrast, Labov claimed, “the speech performance of the individual or
the group is best explained through the assumption of an underlying linguistic con-
tinuum, in which categories form, reform, and dissolve” (1966:21). The driving
force behind the formation of linguistic categories is some conditioning factor
that regulates the distribution of surface variants: “if the conditioning factor disap-
pears completely, the linguistic variable loses its ordered structure, and is resolved
into one or more phonemic categories” (1966:16). This conditioning factor may be
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intralinguistic (other linguistic variables) but I would argue that the most interesting
cases for the sociolinguist are those in which the conditioning factor is extralinguis-
tic (socio-economic class, ethnicity, age, etc.),! since this opens a window on the
evaluative norms of a community of speakers and how linguistic variants are in-
vested with social significance.?

This is a tall order—both because the precise identification of variants of the
same variable, as well as their significance, may be in constant flux—and, to
fulfill it with any degree of methodological rigor, the class of variants claimed to
constitute a linguistic variable should, according to Labov (1966, 1972), be:

(1) a. ordered along a continuous dimension;
b. highly frequent;
c. immune to total suppression;
d. codable;
e. widely distributed throughout the population; and
f. their position should be determined by an independent linguistic or extralin-
guistic variable.

This conception of the linguistic variable has provided tremendous impetus to the
study of variation over the past forty years leading to significant findings, especially
in socio-phonetics. At the same time, it has proved a limiting influence on the study
of variation at other levels, especially in syntax and discourse. As Watt (2007:3)
admits, “[t]he study of discourse variation is still at an early stage, and while it pre-
sents challenging problems ... the fact that such variation has been found to be sys-
tematic indicates that a full understanding of how speakers construct conversations
will necessitate a good deal of further research to establish more explicitly the
forms, functions, and uses of discourse variables.”

This article revisits the thorny question of the linguistic variable’s applicability
beyond phonology, where it has proved most fruitful, to pragmatic variation in par-
ticular. Raised in the 1970s, this question was hotly debated by researchers until the
early 1990s, when it was set aside with inconclusive results, only to be resurrected—
albeit implicitly—by ongoing work in variational pragmatics (Schneider &
Barron 2008). Clearly, the success of the variational pragmatic enterprise is
closely intertwined with the usefulness of the variationist framework for analyzing
pragmatic variation, which in turn hinges on providing a principled definition of the
pragmatic variable.

To explore this possibility, I begin by elucidating the nature of the Labovian vari-
able as applied to phonology and trace current developments in thinking about pho-
nological variables. I then turn to the debate about applying the notion of the
linguistic variable beyond (morpho)phonology and review both the difficulties
arising in this respect, as well as how researchers have proposed to deal with
them. These discussions lead to an updated view of the linguistic variable based
on the notion of functional equivalence. For those interested in pragmatic variation,
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the question then becomes how to define functional equivalence specifically in prag-
matics. Theoretical advances in pragmatics, in particular the distinction between con-
ceptual and procedural meaning elaborated within Relevance Theory (Sperber &
Wilson 1986/1995:258-59; Blakemore 2002), are promising in this respect. In the
final section, I propose the notion of procedural meaning as the theoretical tool
that was missing twenty years ago and that can supply a unifying basis for
defining pragmatic variables, and I demonstrate the applicability of this proposal
to three recent analyses of pragmatic variation in the literature. This proposal is in
line with Labov’s original conception of the linguistic variable “as a concept, as a
working tool, and as a structural element of analysis” (Labov 1966:19), “an abstrac-
tion” (1966:21), a “heuristic device” (Labov 1978:1), all of which suggest that he did
not envisage linguistic variables as psychologically real to speakers themselves.? A
desirable consequence of decoupling the linguistic variable from the question of
psychological plausibility is that it allows for more abstract, theoretically bound
interpretations of this notion, which are also framework-specific (as e.g. proposed
by Cornips 2005 for syntax; see also EXTENDING THE LINGUISTIC VARIABLE: FUNCTIONAL
EQUIVALENCE). In other words, more than simply empirically adequate to describe the
types of pragmatic variation that happen to have been studied, procedural meaning as
expounded within Relevance Theory is precisely the kind of abstract theoretical con-
struct one might expect to find at the heart of the pragmatic variable.

ELUCIDATING THE LABOVIAN VARIABLE

I listed earlier six requirements that surface forms must meet to be considered var-
iants of the same variable (1a—f). One thing that is frequently overlooked is that
these six requirements are not all equally important: some are CONSTITUTIVE of
what makes surface forms variants of the same variable and so required of every
linguistic variable, while others are merely desirable and hence opTiONAL. Specifi-
cally, requirements (1a), that variants be ordered along a continuous dimension, and
(1f), that their position on this dimension be determined by an independent linguis-
tic or extralinguistic variable, are intrinsic to the variationist enterprise and therefore
sine qua nons of applying this methodology to the data. Labov spells out their
importance as follows:

The empirically established statement of the continuously divisible character of
the linguistic variable is a necessary condition for its use in structural analysis.
Variation must be (1) ordered, and (2) correlated with some independent vari-
able. If such strict conditions are not laid down, the linguistic variable would
provide an easy solution to almost any structural problem, but at the cost of elim-
inating all rigorous method. (1966:21)

The idea, at its most general, is that there should be a linguistic dimension capturing
the similarity among variants of a linguistic variable (justifying their inclusion
under the same variable), while any differences in their use should be possible to

Language in Society 40:3 (2011) 345

https://doi.org/10.1017/5S0047404511000212 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404511000212

MARINA TERKOURAFI

motivate with reference to another, independent variable, be that linguistic or extra-
linguistic. However, that does not mean that there is only a finite number of ways in
which variants may be alike—in other words, the possible dimensions of variability
are not a closed set. As Dines emphasized, “if seemingly unlike elements can be
considered alike according to some criterion, then this criterion becomes the
basis of the variable—a simple classificatory procedure. There will thus be many
potential dimensions or levels of linguistic structure where variables may be
grounded and what these are may need to be determined anew with every study”
(1980:15). This functional interpretation of the linguistic variable is already
present in Labov’s thinking from the start. As the following comment suggests,
what he had in mind was not some system-external, objective similarity between
variants but rather a more malleable notion, what we might call an EMERGENT simi-
larity created in response to some (external) conditioning factor: “if the condition-
ing factor disappears completely, the linguistic variable loses its ordered structure,
and is resolved into one or more phonemic categories” (Labov 1966:16). Linguistic
variables, then, are formed in response to linguistic or extralinguistic conditioning
factors—that is, they are dynamically emergent.

The emergent character of the linguistic variable is further supported by Labov’s
examples of phonological variables. Take postvocalic /1/: its two variants are [r]
(presence of weak or strong consonantal constriction) vs. @ (absence of constric-
tion; Labov 1972:72—73). The only continuous dimension on which these can be
said to be ordered is a trivial one, viz. presence of a phenomenon (constriction)
vs. its absence. Despite not attempting a finer subdivision or more detailed ordering
of its phonetic realizations, Labov is able to reach a rich set of conclusions about its
social and stylistic significance. Arguably, then, rather than a linear ordering of var-
iants along a single continuous dimension—a claim that seems to be problematic
even for phonological variants (Hudson 1980/1996:174—75; Romaine 1981:30,
n. 4)—what we are dealing with may be more generally construed as a multidimen-
sional space (as e.g. proposed by Le Page & Tabouret-Keller 1985), in which var-
iants occupy different positions determined by a conditioning factor external to the
variable itself. What guarantees “the structural significance of the variable,” in this
case, is the fact that ““it alters IN AN ORDERLY WAY when one or more of the external
social variables change” (Winford 1984:268, emphasis added).* The important
insight is that, to be considered variants of the same variable, surface forms
must, at one and the same time, be similar (in some relevant linguistic dimension)
and systematically—or, predictably—different (in another, linguistic or extralin-
guistic, dimension). Similarity ensures that speakers continue to be able to commu-
nicate despite the variation (Labov’s “sameness of representational function,”
1982:25-26, 53; see also CRITIQUES OF THE LABOVIAN VARIABLE AND PROPOSED SOL-
uTIONS), while systematic/predictable difference invests the variation with social
significance (Labov’s “normal/structured heterogeneity,” 1982:17-18). Require-
ments (1a) and (1f) above capture this foundational premise of the variationist para-
digm, making them, more than inter-related, two sides of the same coin.
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By contrast, the requirements of high frequency, codability, and wide dis-
tribution throughout the population ((1b), (1d), and (le)) are rather incidental.
They emanate more from Labov’s empirical focus on phonological variables
(which ipso facto meet these requirements; cf. Labov 1966:6; Hudson 1980/
1996:172—73) rather than theoretical necessity, and respond to the exigencies of
statistical analysis, since they offer better guarantees of reaching desired levels of
significance.> So much follows from another remark by Labov, listing high fre-
quency and wide distribution across ordered strata of society among ‘“the most
USEFUL properties of a linguistic variable to serve as the focus for the study of a
speech community” (1972:7-8, emphasis added), suggesting that these require-
ments are neither necessary nor sufficient for successfully identifying a linguistic
variable in attested data.

Finally, the linguistic variable’s alleged immunity to total suppression (Labov
1966:6, 1972:9; requirement (lc)), has generated some discussion lately.
Labov’s original inclusion of this requirement seems to have been motivated by
two related observations: synchronically, stigmatized forms persist, however atte-
nuated, into the most careful speech styles of their users (1972:103-5), while dia-
chronically, they resist prescriptivist efforts to reverse change under way (1982:29).
The latter observation, however, does not mean that reversals never occur
(1982:59); rather, awareness seems to operate at two different levels. Variation in
low-level output rules (such as might lead to regular sound change, Labov
1982:62) and/or during the early stages of change (Labov 1982:31) is hardest to
suppress because it falls “below the level of social awareness. No-one in the com-
munity refers to the change and it is hard to bring it to consciousness” (1982:80). As
the social significance of variation increases, so does awareness of it, such that “late
stages of change are often well-known stereotypes” (1982:31). Consequently, vari-
ation involving more abstract rules or processes (that are prone to change by lexical
diffusion, 1982:63) and/or during later stages of change may be potentially suppres-
sible. This awareness-based explanation offers an alternative account of why some
changes remain incomplete. More importantly, it suggests that, even for Labov, im-
munity to total suppression was not all-or-nothing: he was careful to qualify it not
only by degree (“immunity to TOTAL suppression”), but also by the ways it could be
implemented (“style shifting is not DIRECTLY governed by overT values,” 1972:103,
emphasis added), leaving open the possibility of a less mechanistic process that may
be sensitive to speakers’ implicit biases—which is precisely what some of the latest
research has been finding.®

Comparing the vowel production of New Zealand subjects before and after listen-
ing to an Australian talker (cross-dialect variation), and of White California subjects
before and after listening to a Black talker (within-dialect variation), Babel (2009)
found that phonetic convergence—though not maintenance or divergence—
positively correlates with social factors such as implicit biases toward groups and
attractiveness, as well as the vowel’s social significance synchronically within
the dialect. Based on these findings, she concluded that spontaneous imitation is
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automatically influenced by social factors in the shape of implicit socio-
cultural biases. This discovery sheds new light on the claimed immunity of phono-
logical variants from total suppression. While not subject to conscious manipu-
lation, speakers’ use of phonological variants already incorporates their implicit
social biases, making phonological variation the outcome of an intricate interplay
of factors in which “social evaluation and attitudes play [more than—M7] a minor
role” (Labov 2001:20, quoted in Trudgill 2008:252). Since much of language use
similarly obeys a principle of least effort (Zipf 1949),” this finding closes the quali-
tative gap between phonological and other types of variation, all of which seem to
be subject to socially constituted automaticity to some extent.

On closer inspection, then, of the six requirements outlined in (1), only two con-
stitute necessary and sufficient conditions for surface forms to be considered var-
iants of the same variable. These are that variants be (i) ordered (i.e. cogently
placeable in a linguistic space that expresses their similarity), and (ii) correlated
with some independent variable. These two requirements capture the premises of
SAMENESS OF REPRESENTATIONAL FUNCTION and NORMAL/STRUCTURED HETEROGENEITY,
which lie at the heart of Labov’s insight that variation in language is not random
but itself a carrier of information, in this case social information. In the next
section, [ investigate how these two requirements have guided the implementation
of the linguistic variable to non-phonological variation, and discuss both old and
new problems arising in this respect, before surveying proposed solutions to
these difficulties.

CRITIQUES OF THE LABOVIAN VARIABLE
AND PROPOSED SOLUTIONS

“Two ways of saying the same thing”

In Labov’s work, the requirement that variants of a linguistic variable should be “al-
ternate ways of saying ‘the same’ thing” (Labov 1972:188) springs from two inter-
related concerns. The first is a diachronic one, specifically “how can meaningful
elements be variably deleted without affecting the ability of speakers to communi-
cate representational information?”” (Labov 1982:53). The second concern is syn-
chronic, namely ensuring that the reason for the alternation between variants
does not inhere in the variants themselves but lies beyond them, in other linguistic
or—more pertinently for present purposes—social factors (Lavandera 1978:173).
To address these two concerns, Labov proposes that variants must be equivalent
in meaning, which thus emerges as a precondition for variationist analysis. The
problem is that there are many kinds of meaning—and, depending on which
kind one prioritizes, one is bound to define meaning equivalence differently, pro-
ducing different delimitations of the linguistic variable each time.

For Labov, the emphasis—as also revealed by his phrasing of the first, diachro-
nic, concern above—ought to be placed on “the representational function of
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language” (related to the world), that is, following Biihler (1934/1990), “the
capacity to represent immediate, distant, imaginary and even impossible configur-
ations of our perceptual and conceptual experience” (Labov 1982:25-26). This
representational function is distinct from the “expressive” (related to the
speaker) and “appeal” (related to the hearer) functions, which Labov considers
to be subordinate to it (ibid.; cf. 1978:2). The answer, then, to the puzzle of
language variation and change is representational sameness: “[t]he alternate
ways of saying ‘the same thing’ which form the heterogeneous character of the
community are representational sames, equivalent in this sense of meaning”
(Labov 1982:25-26). How, then, to define representational sameness? Despite ac-
knowledging that “any narrow use of truth-conditional semantics is bound to fail,
and a number of extensions are needed to make use of that notion for natural
language” (Labov 1982:85, n. 2), Labov’s answer to this second question is,
in the end, no less categorical: “I would like to say that two utterances that
refer to the same state of affairs have the same truth-value and ... limit the
use of ‘meaning’ to this sense” (1978:2; cf. 1972:188, n. 7; Weiner & Labov
1983:30-31). In this way, in Labov’s account, meaning is effectively ‘neutral-
ized’: whether dealing with phonological variants (which express NO MEANING
in and of themselves but only as part of word forms considered surface realiz-
ations of the same underlying lexeme; cf. Romaine 1981:9, Winford
1984:269-70) or with syntactic ones (which should “have the SAME MEANING in
a truth-conditional sense [in that] they are used interchangeably to refer to the
same states of affairs,” Weiner & Labov 1983:30, emphasis added), the alterna-
tion between variants of a linguistic variable does not affect (truth-conditional)
meaning, which can thus be safely ignored.’

The assumption of truth-conditional equivalence is, however, not unproble-
matic. To begin with, truth-conditional equivalence furnishes the basis for delimit-
ing variable contexts, that is, those linguistic environments where variants of a
linguistic variable can alternate without affecting the truth conditions of the utte-
rance—which may well be only a subset of the possible contexts of occurrence
for each variant (Weiner & Labov 1983:31; cf. Tagliamonte 2006:86-94). The
problem, already highlighted before, is that the explanation for the alternation of
the variants in the variable contexts often lies beyond them, and in those contexts
in which the variants cannot be used interchangeably. For instance, as Lavandera
writes:

in the very simple case of ‘wiped out’ vs. ‘exhausted’ if we consider only those
cases where ‘wiped out’ communicated referentially the same thing as ‘ex-
hausted’ (i.e. where they can be used to describe the same state of affairs) we
are perhaps not going to be able to explain why ‘wiped out’ is the more collo-
quial form of the two. ... only if we consider those cases where ‘wiped out’
means or communicates ‘demolished’, can we then view it as a metaphor and
proceed to further explanation. (1978:179)
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Similarly, considering the alternating negative preterite constructions I never went
to school today vs. I didn’t go to school in British English, Cheshire cautions:

if we consider this use of never simply in terms of its alternation with didn ’t, we
overlook a more general aspect of negation in English. ... the variation that
occurs between the negative preterite forms (never + simple past tense verb
and didn’t + uninflected verb) is part of the system of negation in English, in
which never is the emphatic, marked negator and not is the neutral, unmarked
negator. Analyzing this variation in terms of a simple alternation in the forms
of the negative preterite, therefore, overlooks the way in which these forms fit
into the system of negation in English. (1987:269-70)

In other words, limiting analysis to only the variable contexts leaves us unable to go
beyond description and explain the moTivaTiON for the variation. This criticism is
particularly poignant in light of Labov’s construing the linguistic variable as a
“structural” unit, “integrated into a larger system of functioning units” (1972:8),
suggesting instead that, to achieve precisely this aim, the entire distribution of
the alternating variants should be studied.®

Studying the structural integration of variants may furthermore be needed not
only for explanation but also for description. As Winford points out regarding var-
iationist studies of creole continua:

what is involved is alternation between forms which operate in the creole system,
and their ‘equivalents’ in Standard English as well as in the ‘intermediate’ var-
ieties of speech which form the continuum between the creole and the English
system. ... A closer examination, however, reveals that the bases of equivalence
vary from one case to another .... each of these items has a place within the
respective basilectal, mesolectal and acrolectal verb systems which are clearly
distinct in the organization of their grammatical categories. ... It follows that
decisions concerning the semantic content and functions of such forms rest
partly on analysis of the respective systems within which they function. Any a
priori assumption of equivalence between such forms would therefore seem to
beg the question. (1984:275-76)

Like Lavandera (1978) and Cheshire (1987), Winford’s point is that assessing
equivalence solely on the grounds of truth conditions fails to do justice to other di-
mensions of the meaning of variants emanating from their participation in larger
systems of grammatical and semantic signification.!© Grammatical categories
cannot be simply PRESUMED to be isomorphic across varieties; rather, they must
be empirically SHOWN to be, each time anew.

This point is reminiscent of developments in semantics/pragmatics, where truth-
evaluable propositions are increasingly viewed as the output, not of linguistic se-
mantics alone, but of decoding and pragmatic inference operating in tandem
(Sperber & Wilson 1986/1995; Levinson 2000:165ff.), prompting the formulation
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of different versions of contextualism and the adoption of new labels such as TRUTH-
CONDITIONAL PRAGMATICS (Récanati 2004, 2010). On this view,

the meaning of words is adjusted or ‘modulated’ so as to fit what is being talked
about. Sense modulation is essential to speech because we use a (more or less)
fixed stock of lexemes to talk about an indefinite variety of things, situations and
experiences. Through the interaction between the context-independent mean-
ings of our words and the particulars of the situation talked about, contextua-
lized, modulated senses emerge, appropriate to the situation at hand.
(Récanati 2004:189)

Moreover, “modulation 1s truth conditionally relevant, because the words’ contri-
bution to truth-conditional content ... is not their pre-modulation meaning but
their modulated senses” (Récanati 2004:193, original emphasis). It follows that es-
tablishing the truth-conditional equivalence of variants must take into account not
only linguistic context but also the real-world situation surrounding the act of utter-
ance. This invalidates attempts to substantiate the truth-conditional equivalence of
linguistic variants based on linguistic context alone. In other words, the whole ex-
ercise of delimiting variable contexts on the basis of truth-conditional equivalence
is excluded. Indeed, the often stipulative flavor of the results of this exercise has not
gone by without criticism (cf. Garcia’s 1985:214—15 discussion of Dines’s (1980)
results).

Another problem for truth-conditional equivalence is that it relies on the exist-
ence of a clear line demarcating truth-conditional from non-truth-conditional
meaning. The existence of such a line, however, is doubtful in light of, not only
such classical controversial notions as CONVENTIONAL IMPLICATURES (which are inde-
feasible but do not enter into truth-conditions) and GENERALIZED CONVERSATIONAL IM-
PLICATURES (Which are defeasible but do; Grice 1975/1989), but also of what one
might call CULTURAL LOANWORDS, that is, expressions whose non-truth-conditional
meaning carries over into, and colors, their truth-conditional one. Consider (2):

(2) Be it Tapas, Mezedes, Dim Sum or Appetizers, this is my favourite way to eat. Tasty
platter you’ve got there. [http://theculinarychase.blogspot.com/2009/05/tapas.html; ac-
cessed May 27, 2009)

Posted under a recipe for fingerfood, tapas, mezedes, dim sum and appetizers are
used by the author of (2) to refer to the same real-world situation, and so are
treated as referentially equivalent. This is also suggested by their interchangeability
in the collocations Greek tapas (3,340 Google hits), Chinese tapas (2,030 hits),
Spanish dim sum (467 hits), and Greek dim sum (134 hits), which is similarly pre-
dicated on the referential dimension of their meaning. However, this similarity does
not exhaust their meaning, which is why the author of (2) does not feel it is redun-
dant to juxtapose them as s/he does. The more general point that examples such as
(2) help drive home is that truth-conditional equivalence—granting that it is
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possible to establish—does not guarantee that two expressions represent “two ways
of saying the same thing”: inherent differences in non-truth-conditional/pragmatic
meaning may still exist and it is these differences, rather than an independent lin-
guistic or social factor, that may motivate the choice between them; in other
words, the two forms, despite being truth-conditionally equivalent, may ultimately
express different messages (Lavandera 1982:88-89).

The way out of this epistemological impasse is not to define meaning equival-
ence ever more strictly as encompassing both truth-conditional and non-truth-
conditional equivalence, for such a move would make the task of the variationist
an (almost?) impossible one. Rather, it may be time to consider seriously the possi-
bility that not only forms but also meanings—what Lavandera (1982) has called
SOCIAL SIGNIFIEDs—may be differentially distributed across groups (Dines
1980:15, 25; Garcia 1985:210, 220; Eckert 2008:456, 467). This is a possibility
that ethical considerations seem to have placed out of bounds for researchers
during the past several decades. Nevertheless, at a time when consensus views of
society are being increasingly criticized as simplistic and the ideal of EQuALITY is
becoming more and more decoupled from SIMILARITY, as sociolinguists it may be
time for us too to stop focusing exclusively on those referential meanings that are
shared across groups, shying away from those that are not.

As mentioned at the start of this section, the idea that linguistic variants must be
truth-conditionally equivalent follows from an emphasis on “the primacy of the rep-
resentational function in the organization of human language” (Labov 1982:25).
Since the representational function concerns the relationship between the sign
and the world, it was natural to interpret representational equivalence as equival-
ence in the states of affairs denoted by two utterances, that is, as truth-conditional
equivalence. However, Biihler, who proposed the original trifurcation into
representational, expressive, and appeal functions, did not assert the primacy of
one over the other; rather, he believed that “linguistic meaning is not exhausted
by any one of these three relations” (Habermas 1998:278). This interpretation
frees language from the requirement that it be defined, above all, by a relation of
isomorphism with the world, opening the door to other—performative—
possibilities.

Scholars have been aware of these possibilities for some time. For instance,
Romaine noted that “reference is but one of the many functions of utterances and
not the basis of all others” and highlighted the work of scholars such as “Firth
(1966) [who] treated the descriptive function of language as something that was
subsidiary to and part of the more important and general social (i.e. indexical) func-
tion of language” (1981:21). A recent suggestion along these lines gives center-
stage to the notion of intersubjectivity that treats linguistic expressions as cues to
cognitive coordination between speaker and addressee:

engaging in cognitive coordination comes down to, for the speaker/writer, an
attempt to INFLUENCE someone else’s thoughts, attitudes or even immediate
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behavior. For the addressee it involves finding out what kind of influence it is
that the speaker/writer is trying to exert ... The default condition for ordinary
expressions is that they provide an argument for some conclusion, and this argu-
mentative orientation is what is constant in the function of the expression, while
its information value is more variable. (Verhagen 2005:10, original emphasis)

Contrary to the representational view advocated by Labov, on the intersubjectivity
view, the informative function of language is subordinate to the argumentative one
(cf. Anscombre & Ducrot 1983:169), allowing a hitherto neglected aspect in varia-
tionist analyses, that of speaker agency, to come to the fore and provide an alterna-
tive basis for the analysis of variation. As Eckert remarks, “speakers’ agency in the
use of variables has been viewed as limited to making claims about their place in
social space by either emphasizing or downplaying their category membership
through the quantitative manipulation of markers” (2008:455). However, such a
view yields a rather static picture of the social meaning of variation, offering no
insight into how the social significance of the same variant may be impacted by
its use in different contexts, what Eckert has called “an INDEXICAL FIELD, or constella-
tion of ideologically related meanings, any one of which can be activated in the
situated use of the variable” (2008:454, original emphasis).

Shifting our focus from the relation of language to the world to the relation
between speaker and addressee allows not only a renewed appreciation of the
role of speaker agency in language variation but also some insight into what re-
mained, under the representational view, a puzzle—acknowledged by Labov
himself—namely, that not all change proceeds according to the principle of preser-
vation of representational (read: truth-conditional) meaning; instead, changes can
also be disruptive of communication. Recently, the fact that “sound change has
led to a considerable degree of mutual unintelligibility of the phonologies of
North American dialects” (Labov 2001:12) has been cleverly capitalized on in a
TV commercial for Carfax, a service providing used-vehicle history reports to
help consumers make informed buying choices.!! In the commercial, a young
couple is in a dealer’s office after having just test-driven a car:

(3) Husband: The car is perfect. Show me the [karfaks].

Dealer: Sure. Here you go! ((produces a hand puppet that looks like a fox and is
wearing a T-shirt with CAR FOX written on it))

Husband: What’s that?

Dealer: It’s a [karfaks]! ((points to the letters on the T-shirt))

Wife: He said [karfeks]!

Dealer: ((in a shrill)) Hi! I'm your [karfaks]! Buy the car, you’re gonna love it! ((in
his normal voice)) [Karfaks] ((in a shrill) [karfaks] ((in his normal voice))
same thing, uh?

The fronting of /o/ to [a]—a fragment of the Northern Cities vowel shift—
captured in this commercial clearly affects truth-conditions (what is taken to be
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the referent of [karfaks] each time), giving rise to the humorous effect. Examples
such as (3) illustrate that preservation of truth-conditional meaning is not a
(major) consideration in language change, ultimately leading Labov to view “lin-
guistic heterogeneity and change ... as non-functional and, in some sense, ‘patho-
genic’ (Verleyen 2006:350, my translation). An alternative explanation begins to
emerge if language is seen, not as an instrument for communicating accurately
about the world, but rather as a tool for influencing one’s conversational partners
and making them “see the world through one’s eyes.” Placing intersubjectivity,
rather than exchanging information about the world, at the basis of our account
of language variation and change will enable us to view changes as emanating
from the social indexicality of linguistic forms, which speakers draw on according
to their dispositions!? as they strive for cognitive coordination with their addressees.

Extending the linguistic variable: Functional equivalence

In their quest for an alternative basis on which to define the linguistic variable given
the inadequacy of truth-conditional equivalence in this regard, researchers over the
past thirty years seem to have reached a consensus in the notion of FUNCTIONAL
EQUIVALENCE. Lavandera (1978:181) proposed “to relax the condition that the refer-
ential meaning must be the same for all the alternants and substitute for it a con-
dition of functional comparability,” which may be further spelled out in terms of
a common grammatical function (ibid., n. 7). In a similar vein, Dines proposed
“that variables may be postulated on the basis of COMMON FUNCTION IN DISCOURSE
[which] does not preclude the possibility of a semantic tie existing between var-
iants, but it removes the necessity of one” (1980:15—16, original emphasis). Sum-
marizing this approach, Tagliamonte suggests that “the linguistic variable is an
abstraction. The varying forms must exist in some linguistically meaningful subsys-
tem of the grammar” (2006:76) and be characterized by the properties of “1) func-
tional equivalence; 2) distribution, and 3) structural embedding” (2006:97).
Functional equivalence is, however, no longer spelled out as semantic equivalence
but rather as “weak complementarity across the speech community” (2006:76),
whereby “the proposed variants can serve one, or more generally, SIMILAR discourse
functions” (Sankoff & Thibault 1981:208 quoted in Tagliamonte 2006:75, empha-
sis added).

A more radical interpretation of functional equivalence is proposed by Cheshire,
for whom “precedence has to be given to the semantic element that appears to be
constant, though the grammatical category [may be] indistinct” (1987:277). Cru-
cially, this semantic element should not be understood in truth-conditional but
rather in COGNITIVE terms: “it seems likely that other types of linguistic variation
are governed by cognitive processes also, and this may well be a fruitful avenue
to explore” (1987:271). In recent work, Cheshire develops this idea further:

The variable may well be a heuristic construct that does not necessarily map onto
the units of linguistic structure. (2005:494)
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Thus in order to see social variation involving syntactic forms it is helpful to
adopt a broad-brush approach that focuses on the choices speakers make from
all components of their knowledge of language, not just the syntactic com-
ponent. (2005:480)

[A] full analysis of the forms fulfilling the same discourse function ... shows
speakers drawing on a range of linguistic features. They include syntactic
forms made available by the grammar, discourse markers and pragmatic par-
ticles associated with discourse management and the construction of interperso-
nal relations as well as performance features stemming from the demands of
online production. (2005:489)

The idea that the locus of variation may lie at the interface of the syntactic with
other components of linguistic competence is also found in studies of syntactic
(micro)variation from a generativist perspective. In this context, Cornips & Corri-
gan suggest that:

the interface between the syntax module and the domains of discourse/
pragmatics (i.e. the interaction module where ‘soft’ constraints are violated) is
the arena in which variation will be most frequent or emerge more easily than
would be the case in the syntax module alone. From this, we may put forward
the hypothesis that variation that has social meaning is more frequently
located in this domain than it is in others. (2005:14)

They furthermore speculate that this domain “may well be the left periphery which
is linked to the specification of the illocutionary force of the utterance ... and ulti-
mately to the speaker’s pragmatically-motivated choice” (2005:22, n. 12). Identify-
ing linguistic variables with the abstract features of grammatical formalisms,
Cornips & Corrigan further argue that “variationist sociolinguists who resort to
formal linguistic theory can find novel and more effective measures for deciding
which variants are syntactically related and which are syntactically remote”
(2005:8). A consequence of this approach is that “the syntactic variable as the struc-
tural unit have [sic] to be defined again depending on the particular model of syntax
one employs. ... Since the consecutive models in Generative Grammar follow each
other at rather high speed different make-ups of the structural unit can be detected in
the last decades” (Cornips 2005:31).

Scrutinizing the interpretations of functional equivalence in the studies cited
above, one may discern two possible lines of interpretation that parallel the ways
in which the “why” question—as in Labov’s “Why does anyone say anything?”
(1972:207), in response to which Lavandera proposes functional equivalence in
the first place—can be answered. Interpreting the question “why” as asking “To
what end?’—as Lavandera does—leads us to a teleological interpretation,
whereby linguistic variants are considered equivalent if they can be used inter-
changeably IN ORDER TO achieve similar perlocutionary effects in discourse.
However, this teleological interpretation would be categorically rejected by at
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least some functionalists, including Martinet (Verleyen 2006:339, n. 10). Alterna-
tively, the “why” question may be interpreted causally as asking “On what
grounds?”” On this second view, linguistic variants are equivalent if they represent
alternating realizations of a single abstract linguistic category. In other words, the
studies cited above seem to be using two competing understandings of FUNCTION,
a communicatively oriented one (a variant’s function vis-a-vis the speaker’s inten-
tions) and a structurally oriented one (a variant’s function vis-a-vis other items in
the linguistic system), respectively.

Consequently, while the notion of functional equivalence is certainly in the right
track in terms of extending the linguistic variable to nonphonological variants, it
does not by itself carry all of the answers but must be specified further. The remain-
der of this article explores how functional equivalence can be operationalized to
account for pragmatic variation, putting forth a novel proposal that capitalizes on
the notion of procedural meaning (Blakemore 1987, 2002; Wilson & Sperber
1993). But first, we must define what is meant by pragmatic variation.

VARIATIONAL PRAGMATICS AND THE STUDY
OF PRAGMATIC VARIATION

In a recent volume entitled Variational pragmatics, Schneider & Barron propose
the discipline of variational pragmatics “conceptualized as the interface of prag-
matics with variational linguistics, i.e. with modern dialectology, as a branch of
contemporary sociolinguistics” (2008:1). The aim of the new discipline is,
broadly put, to problematize the underlying assumption that populations of
native speakers are homogeneous with respect to their pragmatic choices. Rather,
variation can be found in pragmatics as much as at any other level of analysis.
Schneider & Barron distinguish between two kinds of factors that condition prag-
matic variation: macrosocial factors, which “remain relatively stable across situ-
ations and contexts” and include region, social class, ethnicity, gender, and age;
and microsocial factors, which “may change from situation to situation” and
include relational variables such as power and distance, and style (Schneider &
Barron 2008:18).

Schneider & Barron view variational pragmatics as explicitly variationist, both
in theoretical orientation as well as in the methodology adopted. In terms of the
latter, the macrosocial factors they list (2008:16—18, and above) as well as the quan-
titative approach adopted by the papers in the volume firmly place variational prag-
matics within the variationist paradigm. In terms of theoretical orientation too, the
authors draw an explicit comparison between the new field and (urban) dialectology
(2008:1-3). Moreover, they think of variational pragmatics as “contrastive by
definition: variety-specific pragmatic features, including variety-exclusive features
as well as characteristic distributions of variety-preferential features, can only be es-
tablished by comparing two or more varieties of the same language” (2008:21).
This remark brings to the fore the notion of TERTIUM COMPARATIONIS, a notion
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central to contrastive analysis, referring to the quality that two entities share and
which provides the basis for their comparison (Janicki 1986), clearly implying a
conceptualization of these features as variants of a single variable. This variationist
conceptualization is further made explicit by the authors through several references
to “pragmatic variables” and their “possible variants” (Schneider & Barron
2008:11, 13, 22). The methodological and theoretical orientation of variational
pragmatics thus places at the heart of the new enterprise the question of the prag-
matic variable—a question to which, as I have tried to establish in the previous
sections, there are no easy answers.

Schneider & Barron list five levels of analysis at which pragmatic variation may
be sought (2008:19-21). At the formal level of analysis, one may investigate lin-
guistic forms such as discourse markers, hedges, and upgraders, seeking to estab-
lish their communicative functions in discourse. At the actional level, the emphasis
is on speech acts and their realization and modification in terms of directness and
politeness. At the interactional level, Schneider & Barron propose to study the
organization of speech acts into larger sequences of discourse, such as adjacency
pairs, and conversational openings and closings, while at the topic level they
seek to address the contents of these larger sequences and how these are both se-
lected and managed. Finally, at the organizational level, local sequential patterns
involving turn-taking phenomena can be addressed.' Based on this overview of
its possible loci, pragmatic variation may be defined as: (i) variation in the range
of pragmatic meanings expressed by a single form (form-to-function mappings;
Schneider & Barron 2008:10), and (ii) variation in the range of forms that
express a single pragmatic meaning (function-to-form mappings; ibid.). A founda-
tional task of variational pragmatics is, then, to define the pragmatic variable in such
a way that it will furnish a single “conceptual” roof for the study of these two types
of variation.

TOWARDS A PROCEDURAL INTERPRETATION
OF THE PRAGMATIC VARIABLE

Pragmatic variation revisited

It has been claimed that, once we move away from the realm of phonology, variation
is less common. For instance, Hudson hypothesized that “differences in syntax tend
to be suppressed, whereas those in vocabulary and pronunciation tend to be favored
and used as markers of social differences” (1980/1996:45). In contrast, Romaine
argued that “[g]rammatical differences, e.g. multiple negation, have tended to
show patterns of SHARP STRATIFICATION ... while phonological variables, like the
raising of /@/, reveal FINE STRATIFICATION. ... it is difficult to accept Hudson’s
view that syntax is a marker of cohesion when the syntactic differences which do
exist in acommunity may be so divisive” (1981:5, original emphasis).'# An alterna-
tive explanation claims that variation in syntax is no less frequent but simply less
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obvious and, therefore, harder to locate and study (Labov 1982:55; Winford 1984).
This could be because “grammatical change can affect an entire population, with
adults and children acquiring the new form at the same time. This means that syn-
tactic change would not be detected in a purely synchronic study” (Labov 1982:68).
As the last paragraph shows, discussions of the scarcity of variation outside pho-
nology have centered on variation in syntax. This is probably because—notwith-
standing recent developments in Relevance Theory, which views pragmatics as a
submodule of a mind-reading module dedicated to processing ostensive stimuli
(Wilson 2005 pace Sperber & Wilson 1986/1995:65—71)—pragmatics is often
viewed as a matter of performance, external to knowledge of the language itself.
The resulting absence of pragmatics from discussions of variation has, of course,
done little to promote variationist pragmatic analysis. Nevertheless, the richness
of potential loci of pragmatic variation outlined in the previous section makes
clear that pragmatic variation is not infrequent. Moreover, the pervasiveness of
“pragmatic failure,” that is, “misunderstandings which arise, not from any inability
on the part of [the] H[earer] to understand the intended sense/reference of the speak-
er’s words in the context in which they are uttered, but from an inability to recognize
the force of the speaker’s utterance when the speaker intended that this particular
hearer should recognize it” (Thomas 1983:94) suggests that pragmatic variation
is also quite salient—indeed, when pragmatic variation is present, the overall
quality of interaction is directly affected (ibid.). The reason, then, for the relative
neglect of the study of pragmatic variation from a variationist perspective must
be sought elsewhere. I would like to propose as such a reason the lack of appropriate
tools for analysis. Given the priority traditionally accorded to truth-conditional
equivalence in defining linguistic variables, it is not surprising that variants of a
single pragmatic variable have not been readily identifiable. Pragmatic variants
are hardly ever truth-conditionally equivalent; nevertheless, they can be used to
achieve equivalent perlocutionary effects in discourse (take, for instance, the poss-
ible linguistic realizations of a request to open the window). As such, the tools for
analyzing pragmatic variation should be sought within pragmatic theory itself.

Conceptual vs. procedural meaning

The recent undermining of the truth-conditional/non-truth-conditional distinction
in favor of a conceptual/procedural one (Wilson & Sperber 1993; Carston
2002:160-64) is worth exploring in this respect. Relevance Theory (Sperber &
Wilson 1986/1995) views truth-conditional meaning as a property not of linguistic
expressions but of conceptual representations that are jointly produced by linguistic
decoding and pragmatic inference (explicatures, whether basic-level or higher-
order) or by inference alone (implicatures). What is important about linguistic
expressions is how they contribute to this process. This can be done in two ways:
linguistic expressions can directly contribute concepts, that is, constituents of con-
ceptual representations, in which case they encode CONCEPTUAL meaning; or they
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can contribute information about how to manipulate and combine these concepts
into a conceptual representation. In the latter case, linguistic expressions encode
PROCEDURAL meaning (Blakemore 1987, 2002:78ff.; Wilson & Sperber 1993;
Carston 2002:161-64).

The notion of procedural meaning was developed by Blakemore (1987) to
account for the meaning of discourse connectives previously analyzed as conven-
tional implicatures (Grice 1975/1989), which were both encoded (semantic) and
non-truth-conditional (pragmatic). Wilson & Sperber summarize this proposal as
follows:

discourse connectives such as ‘so’ and “after all” should not be seen as encoding
concepts. They do not contribute to the truth-conditions of utterances but con-
strain the inferential phase of comprehension by indicating the type of inference
process the hearer is expected to go through. ... such expressions contribute to
relevance by guiding the hearer towards the intended contextual effects, hence
reducing the overall effort required. (1993:11)

However, Wilson & Sperber (1993) go further than Blakemore in deconstructing
the primacy of a truth-conditional account by suggesting that, in addition to dis-
course connectives, a large number of other elements—including indicative,
imperative, and subjunctive mood indicators, rising or falling intonation, inverted
word order, particles like please and let’s, pronouns, and demonstratives—also
encode procedural meaning. Moreover, some of these, such as pronouns and de-
monstratives, encode procedural meaning that guides the identification of appropri-
ate referents entering into the truth-conditions of the basic-level explicature (= the
proposition expressed par excellence in Relevance Theory), such that there can be
no easy identification of procedural with non-truth-conditional meaning. Rather,
the two distinctions are orthogonal: some expressions—for example, pronouns—
encode procedures but affect truth-conditions, while others—for example, sentence
adverbials—encode concepts but do not affect truth-conditions.

According to Relevance Theory, an utterance can achieve relevance in one of
three ways: (i) it can enable the derivation of new contextual assumptions; (ii) it
can strengthen existing assumptions; or (iii) it can lead to the elimination of existing
assumptions (Sperber & Wilson 1986/1995:121). Blakemore (1992:137-42)
showed how discourse markers such as so, after all, and however encode procedures
that can lead to any one of these types of cognitive effect. However,

not only is an analysis of procedural meaning based on the three cognitive effects
of contextual implication, strengthening and elimination not fine-grained
enough to capture the differences between expressions such as but and neverthe-
less and however, but it is also not broad enough to capture all the ways in which
linguistic expressions and structures can encode information about the compu-
tations involved in the interpretation of the utterances that contain them. (Blake-
more 2002:98)
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Consequently, Blakemore has elaborated the notion of procedural meaning in
two directions. First, procedural meaning can constrain not only the direction
of inference (the type of cognitive effect) but also the TYPES OF CONTEXTS in
which the expression may be felicitously used. Thus, the difference between
but and however lies in that, further to indicating the elimination of a pre-
viously accessible assumption, however additionally indicates that the speaker
is not wholly dismissing the relevance of that assumption (2002:121); while
the difference between these two connectives and nevertheless lies in that
only nevertheless can be used in contexts where the elimination of this assump-
tion amounts to accepting one way of putting things (the speaker’s) over other,
equally plausible ones, achieving a persuasive or “rhetorical” effect (2002:128).
Accepting that “the information encoded by a linguistic expression or construc-
tion may activate either an inferential route or a particular kind of context or,
indeed, both” (2002:128) allows us to capture both the similarity between these
expressions, on account of which they constitute a “family of expressions”
related to but, as well as the fact that they are not interchangeable in all con-
texts (2002:115).

Furthermore, procedural meaning may be considerably broader, and in effect not
tied to any single one of the three types of cognitive effects outlined above. This is
the case with the discourse connective well'> that seems to encode a general instruc-
tion “to go ahead with the inferential processes involved in the derivation of cog-
nitive effects” (2002:147). In such cases, well serves simply to re-affirm the
presumption of optimal relevance communicated by every act of ostensive inferen-
tial communication, something that the speaker is likely to want to do when the rel-
evance of her utterance is in question. Since, as Blakemore points out, “a speaker
cannot be expected to guarantee the optimal relevance of another person’s utterance
or thoughts” (2002:127), this analysis accounts for the intuition that well “ties an
utterance they preface [sic] to the current speaker” (Schourup 2001, quoted in
Blakemore 2002:145).

Finally, conceptual and procedural meanings are not mutually exclusive. Rather,
as argued for phenomena such as grammaticalization (Nicolle 1998), discourse
connectives (Lee 2002), mood indicators and illocutionary particles, and pronouns
and sentence adverbials (Fraser 2006), linguistic expressions may encode both
types of meaning simultaneously, and the balance between these two types of
meaning may also shift over time. Pursuing this line of thought to its (natural?) con-
clusion, Sperber recently argued that:

All lexical items encode procedural content. Some also encode conceptual
content. When a conceptual content is encoded, so is ipso facto the instruction
to inferentially construct an ad hoc conceptual content taking the encoded con-
ceptual content as a starting point of the inferential process. (http://www.phon.
ucl.ac.uk/home/robyn/relevance/relevance_archives_new/0140.html; accessed
June 5 2009)
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Although the theoretical and empirical implications of this hypothesis remain to be
worked out, this view is closest to the notion of sense modulation advocated in con-
textualist approaches (Récanati 2004; see CRITIQUES OF THE LABOVIAN VARIABLE AND
PROPOSED SOLUTIONS). In conclusion, procedural meaning is a powerful notion whose
full explanatory potential has yet to be explored (Carston 2002:216, n. 38). Its appli-
cation to pragmatic variation in the next section is proposed as a step in this
direction.

Procedural meaning as a basis for defining the pragmatic variable

The idea that the meaning of an expression may reside not in how it relates to states
of affairs in the world but in instructing the hearer how to construct an interpretation
of an utterance containing this expression is not new to Relevance Theory. Ducrot
(1972:128-31) had advanced a similar idea within his theory of argumentation,
which saw the argumentative function of language as prior to and guiding its infor-
mative function. Procedural meaning, aimed at reducing the search space for poss-
ible interpretations of the incomplete semantic representations that are the output of
linguistic decoding, is by definition oriented not towards the world but towards the
cognitive coordination between speaker and addressee. As such, this notion makes
sense to incorporate into an account of language variation that prioritizes intersub-
jectivity, such as was briefly sketched above.

Remarks such as the following by Wilson & Sperber further support the compat-
ibility of procedural meaning with the variationist enterprise:

As is well known, the functions performed in English by mood and word order
are performed in many other languages by so-called discourse or illocutionary
particles. Certain dialects of French, for example, have an interrogative particle
ti, which appears to perform THE SAME FUNCTIONS as word-order inversion does in
other dialects. If word-order inversion is correctly analysed as encoding not a
concept but A CONSTRAINT on higher-order explicatures, then by the same argu-
ments, illocutionary particles such as #i ... should be analysed in similar
terms. (1993:22, emphasis added)

This suggestion amounts to proposing that an instance of regional variation'® in il-
locutionary force marking—in other words, an instance of pragmatic variation—
may be analyzed in procedural terms, by considering the two regional variants to
be encoding (at least in part) the same procedural meaning, despite one being a
lexical item (the particle -#) and the other a syntactic construction (word-order
inversion). Then, on the model of Blakemore’s (2002:115-28) analysis of the
connectives but, however, and nevertheless, wherein all three constrain the inferen-
tial process in the same direction but the last two encode additional constraints on
context that the former lacks, these constructions may be considered variants of
each other, albeit not substitutable in all contexts.
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The idea that variation beyond phonology should be sought Across components
of the linguistic system rather than within any single one of them has previously
been suggested by Cheshire (2005). Cheshire analyzed the marking of discourse-
new entities by British adolescents in a corpus of sociolinguistic interviews con-
ducted in three English towns (Cheshire et al. 1999). Her search for the linguistic
forms that realize this marking in her corpus—the ENVELOPE OF VARIATION—Iled
her to consider, in addition to existential clauses (involving left dislocation, posses-
sive have (got)-constructions, and it-constructions), several other forms used in
conjunction with the NPs introducing discourse-new entities, including tags (and
stuff, and everything; cf. Dines 1980), pragmatic particles (like, sort of, you
know), high rising tones, indefinite this, uttering an NP and immediately expanding
it, non-restrictive relative clauses, as well as hesitations, repetitions, filled and
unfilled pauses, and false starts (Cheshire 2005:485-89). However, rather than in
the distribution of these forms, it was in the frequency of their use versus the
absence of any kind of marking—that is, introducing discourse-new entities by
bare NPs—that socially meaningful variation emerged in her data. Specifically, it
turned out that “[i]n all three towns there was a highly significant gender and social
class distribution, with working-class female adolescents using the highest proportion
of bare NPs and middle-class male adolescents the lowest proportion” (2005:490).

Cheshire proposed a tentative explanation of this finding drawing on what is
known about the macrosocial variables of gender and social class from previous re-
search (2005:494-99). What is important for our current purposes is her conclusion
that:

speakers of different genders and from different social classes may make differ-
ent choices about when to select one (or more) of the available strategies to mark
the introduction of a discourse-new entity. It would be instructive to perform
more detailed qualitative analyses to attempt to determine why speakers mark
their discourse-new entities on some occasions and not on others; but for the
time being we can simply note that speakers do not, in fact, all act the same
way: sociolinguistic variation exists at the pragmatic level as well as in other
aspects of language. (2005:501)

This is very important because it empirically demonstrates the oft-repeated claim
that meanings are not uniformly distributed across a population (Lavandera
1978, 1982; Dines 1980; Garcia 1985; Eckert 2008; see CRITIQUES OF THE LABOVIAN
VARIABLE AND PROPOSED SOLUTIONS). Moreover, not only is Cheshire’s analysis
couched in broad variationist terms (quantitative measures, correlation with macro-
social variables) and framed as a case of “pragmatic variation,” but, I would argue,
her results can be recast in terms of procedural meaning as outlined above. Specifi-
cally, the procedural meaning that binds together the forms listed above is an in-
struction to IDENTIFY AN NP AS INTRODUCING A DISCOURSE-NEW ENTITY. Socially
meaningful variation emerged, in Cheshire’s results, not so much in the different
groups’ use of the various forms encoding this procedural meaning, as in their
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degree of linguistic encoding of this instruction; that is, groups varied in their use of
the variable itself.

The results of other recent studies can be similarly recast as cases of pragmatic
variation involving procedural meaning. Rickford, Buchstaller, Wasow & Zwicky
analyzed intensifier uses of all, some of which have been around since Old English,
as well as quotative uses of all, which are much more recent, originating in Califor-
nia in the 1980s (2007:4). They define intensifier all as a variant of a variable that
“includes every option speakers have at their disposition to reinforce or boost the
property denoted by the head they modify” (2007:7), a function in which all com-
petes with several other boosters such as really, very, totally, so, completely, such,
way, and fuckin’ (Rickford et al. 2007:8). This intensification function can be easily
recast in procedural terms, whereby the instruction encoded by these variants is to
INTERPRET THE PROPERTY DENOTED BY THE HEAD AS ONE THAT THE SPEAKER WISHES TO
FOREGROUND OR REINFORCE. Moreover, their analysis revealed contextual constraints
on the distribution of intensifier all. Using Dixon’s (1982) classification of adjec-
tives into semantic types, they found that

All is most favored with adjectives denoting physical property and those denot-
ing age, color and speed. ... Therefore, while all has a more restricted distri-
bution than the ubiquitous really ..., its distribution is as broad as that of very,
the prototypical booster, which is slightly higher in frequency. (Rickford et al.
2007:10-11)

These contextual restrictions can be captured as additional constraints on the poss-
ible contexts of occurrence of these variants, providing a more fine-grained analysis
of their procedural meaning along the lines of Blakemore’s (2002) analysis of the
but-however-nevertheless hierarchy described earlier.

Coming to quotative uses of all, Rickford and colleagues subsume these under a
variable that includes “all strategies used to introduce reported speech, sounds,
gesture, and thought by self and other” (Buchstaller 2006, cited in Rickford et al.
2007:12). This is once again clearly a procedural definition that serves to bring
under a common umbrella variant forms encoding the instruction to INTERPRET
THE SPEECH THAT FOLLOWS AS ATTRIBUTED TO A SPEAKER OTHER THAN THE SPEAKER’S
CURRENT SELF. In this function, all competes with like, say, and go, as well as un-
framed quotes (paralleling Cheshire’s bare NPs introducing discourse-new entities
discussed earlier). The contextual constraints Rickford and colleagues discovered
in the use of quotative all are:

the tense of the quotative, the nature of the quote (Speech/Thought), where the
occurrence of outwardly realized speech favored all, as well as the Quotative
Harmony factor group, where all was disfavored in contexts that did not
contain any previous quotation. (2007:15)

This rather disparate group of syntactic, semantic and discourse factors can be cap-
tured as additional pragmatic constraints (i.e. instructions) encoded by quotative all
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with respect to its possible contexts of occurrence, and can help distinguish it
further from associated variants expressing the same procedural meaning so far
as the inferential route the hearer should follow is concerned. However, the
authors’ most interesting finding regarding quotative all is that:

in 1990 and 1994 all was the predominant variant among the younger high
school students but was categorically constrained by age, being not used at all
among the college-age speakers. Among the speakers who used all, it mainly
introduced reported speech and occurred with present-tense verbs and in con-
texts of reported speech. However, by 2005, all had fallen back to below 10%
among the quotative options, and the younger cohort used it even less than
the college-age speakers. (Rickford et al. 2007:22)

In other words, the use of quotative all seems to be stratified by age as well as
region,!” that is, to constitute a case of socially meaningful pragmatic variation
in the variants speakers of different cohorts choose to express the same procedural
meaning.

As a final case of pragmatic variation that may be recast in procedural terms, I
consider Williams & van Compernolle’s (2009) investigation of the distribution
of generalizing uses of the French pronouns on, tu, and vous with indefinite refer-
ence in a corpus of synchronous electronic discourse. As mentioned earlier, in Rel-
evance Theory pronouns are analyzed as both procedural and truth-conditional,
since “they guide the search for the intended referent, which is part of the prop-
osition expressed” (Wilson & Sperber 1993:21). However, Fraser (2006:29) has
argued that (at least) pronouns such as e also encode conceptual information, in
this case the concepts of masculine and singular. If that is correct,!® then the differ-
ence between definite and indefinite uses of on, fu, and vous may be analyzed as a
difference in the RATIO OF CONCEPTUAL:PROCEDURAL meaning encoded by each, with
indefinite uses encoding the least conceptual meaning, if any. This ratio may be
conditioned by linguistic and/or extralinguistic factors, making it an integral part
of the pragmatic variation under study.

Williams & van Compernolle’s results can be recast in these terms. Although the
lack of demographic information about their subjects, given the anonymity of the
medium, does not allow generalizations about the macrosocial variables investi-
gated in previous studies that were based on sociolinguistic interviews (e.g.
gender, class, and age; Williams & van Compernolle 2009:411), they nevertheless
reach interesting conclusions that replicate those of earlier studies as well as add an
interesting diachronic twist. Their results replicate earlier findings concerning the
linguistic factors conditioning the choice between on and fu/vous to express indefi-
nite reference, with generalizations, morals and truisms, nonspecific events, and
negative utterances favoring on, and, conversely, implicatives, situational inser-
tions, specific events, and affirmative utterances favoring fu/vous (2009:423-25).
In this case, the former set of factors can be said to constitute contextual constraints
tipping the ratio of conceptual:procedural meaning towards procedural meaning for
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on, while the latter set of factors constitute contextual constraints tipping the ratio of
conceptual:procedural meaning towards procedural meaning this time for ru/vous.

Compared with previous studies, Williams & van Compernolle’s results showed
an increased preference for indefinite on vs. indefinite fu/vous (2009:423). In this
regard, it is useful to recall that, in its definite uses (for 1st person plural reference),
on is the cOLLOQUIAL variant alternating with nous ‘we’ as the standard one, while in
its indefinite uses, on is the STANDARD variant alternating not only with fu/vous but
also with ils ‘they’, all of which have been proscribed at one time or another
(2009:410). Definite on, in other words, is a Labovian stereotype, witness the old
adage on c’est un con ‘on is a jerk.” This state of affairs may well be affecting
the stratification of indefinite on by age reported in previous, interview-based
studies, which showed speakers over thirty favoring indefinite tu/vous (the more
colloquial variants), while younger ones, who are of school age and presumably
more susceptible to prescriptive pressure in an interview situation, favored indefi-
nite on (the more standard one). In other words, the meaning of on seems to be
different for these two age cohorts, with on expressing a stronger conceptual (1st
person reference) component for older speakers, resulting in their preference for in-
definite fu/vous instead, and a stronger procedural (indefinite reference) component
for younger ones.

While the heightened preference for indefinite on they found may thus be ex-
plained as the tail-end of a change in progress,'® Williams & van Compernolle
additionally suggest two explanations specific to the medium of synchronous
chat. First, they point to the lack of face-to-face contact as a possible reason com-
pelling speakers to disfavor indefinite fu/vous in favor of indefinite on in their wish
to avoid potential confusion between the former and definite uses of tu/vous
(2009:425). Second, they propose an explanation that appeals to the variants’ func-
tional load in this medium. As informal #u is becoming generalized for definite (2nd
person) reference in synchronous chat, winning over its formal competitor vous,
this “results in its decreased capacity to serve also as an indefinite pronoun” (Wil-
liams & van Compernolle 2009:423), causing the increased percentage of indefinite
on in the synchronous-chat study when compared with the earlier interview-based
ones. Again, this explanation can be recast in procedural terms, whereby the ratio of
conceptual:procedural meaning encoded by each variant is shifting according to
generational cohort and medium of communication. Notice, however, that to
reach this explanation, we had to consider both those contexts in which the variants
alternate (with respect to expressing indefinite reference) as well as those in which
they do not. All of these contexts can be captured under an analysis that acknowl-
edges the shifting ratio of conceptual:procedural meaning encoded by each of these
forms and proceeds to specify the differences between them as additional con-
straints on the particular inferential route that they activate, or the particular
context, “or indeed both” (Blakemore 2002:128).

In this section, I revisited three recent studies of pragmatic variation and showed
how their results can be recast in procedural terms. Both types of pragmatic variation
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outlined earlier (see VARIATIONAL PRAGMATICS AND THE STUDY OF PRAGMATIC VARIATION)
were illustrated: a single procedural meaning encoded by different forms (Cheshire
2005), and a single form encoding different procedural meanings (Rickford et al.
2007). Moreover, I showed how pragmatic variation can involve, not the particular
procedural meaning encoded by a specific form, but rather the ratio of conceptual:pro-
cedural meaning encoded by a linguistic form in different contexts (Williams & van
Compernolle 2009). The analyses in this section thus go beyond Schneider &
Barron’s (2008) “formal level of analysis,” indicating ways of additionally analyzing
variation at their actional, interactional, topic, and organizational levels using the
proposed procedural conceptualization of the pragmatic variable.

CONCLUSION

The linguistic variable was proposed by Labov in the early 1960s as a way of bring-
ing together and studying under a common umbrella items of linguistic form that
alternate in a socially meaningful way. Given its inception to study phonological
variation, it should not come as a surprise that its original definition incorporated
several features that seemed to be part and parcel of phonological variants—
increased frequency, immunity to total suppression, and not least, truth-conditional
equivalence—but proved more or less problematic when it came to extending the
variable to non-phonological variants. Therefore, the question that this article set
out to address is: Can the linguistic variable be extended to account for variation
in pragmatics? If so, how?

I have proposed an extension of the linguistic variable that has proved so pro-
ductive in the analysis of phonological variation with the aim of accounting for vari-
ation in pragmatics, understood as both variation in the range of forms expressing a
particular meaning, and variation in the meanings expressed by a single form. This
extension builds on the notion of procedural meaning, developed within Relevance
Theory to capture the constraints that linguistic forms place on the inferential
process, even though the products of this process (the actual truth-evaluable prop-
ositions derived, be they explicatures or implicatures) may be different each time.
Under a procedural definition of the pragmatic variable, what remains stable is
the PROCESS OF INFERENCE (the instructions encoded in a linguistic form), and it is
on the basis of this that forms may alternate and be considered variants of each
other. Procedural meaning thus provides an opportune way of operationalizing in
the case of pragmatic variation the notion of functional equivalence, which is
widely accepted as an improvement over the problematic assumption of truth-con-
ditional equivalence of linguistic variants. Since the notion of truth-conditional
equivalence followed from an emphasis on the representational function of
language, it is not a coincidence that, as the emphasis is shifted towards the argu-
mentative function of language, procedural meaning, aimed at the cognitive coordi-
nation between speaker and addressee, should provide the basis for the definition of
pragmatic variables.
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Of course, capturing the quantitative dimension of pragmatic variation does not
necessarily mean adopting the notion of the linguistic variable and the broader
theoretical framework within which it is couched. It is quite possible that there
are other ways of unravelling quantitative aspects of language use that have yet
to be discovered and are more appropriate to the analysis of pragmatic variation.
To some, the definition of the pragmatic variable in procedural terms proposed in
this article may already appear to be such an alternative, rather far removed from
the original Labovian concept. Although this is true to some extent, and the pro-
posed reconceptualization of language (and hence, of language variation) as
serving first and foremost an argumentative function clearly not envisaged by
Labov himself, I would argue that this way of interpreting the pragmatic variable
is nevertheless in consonance with Labov’s original functionalist conception of lin-
guistic variables as socially motivated, hence transient, clusterings of forms (Labov
1966:16). As such, what I am proposing is an extension of the variationist program
rather than its abandonment. It remains to be seen to what extent this proposal will
prove fruitful for the analysis of pragmatic variation and how it will be revised in the
light of future studies. At the same time, I believe that explicit, theoretically in-
formed dialogue between the fields of sociolinguistics and pragmatics, such as I
have tried to initiate with this article, is long overdue and one from which both
fields stand to profit. I can only hope others will share this view.

NOTES

*I am grateful to Brian Joseph, Barbara Johnstone, and two anonymous referees for reading through
and commenting on earlier drafts of this work.

'A shift in emphasis in Labov’s thinking seems to have occurred from variation that is socially con-
ditioned in the Martha’s Vineyard (1966) and New York (1972) studies to variation in general, whether
socially or linguistically conditioned, in the later study on the agentless passive (Weiner & Labov 1983).
His 1978 response to Lavandera illustrates this most clearly: “Lavandera’s discussion of variability
seems to spring from an earlier period in the study of variation when the primary motivation was to dis-
cover the social motivation of particular sound changes, and demonstrate the ordered distribution of
linguistic choices across the social spectrum. But since Labov, Cohen, Robins and Lewis (1968), the
analysis of variation has been equally concerned with internal constraints on rule-governed behavior,
and the light which these constraints throw on cognitive operations and ‘knowledge’ of the grammar”
(1978:10—11; cf. Romaine 1981:22; Verleyen 2006:347-51).

The different ways of defining a COMMUNITY OF SPEAKERS are beyond the scope of this article. Briefly, a
speech community as defined by Labov is held together by “the set of evaluative NorMms rather than by any
universal feature of speech performance” (1966:18, original emphasis). Conversely, within the frame-
work of communities of practice (CofP), communities are held together through their (i) MUTUAL ENGAGE-
MENT, (ii) a JOINT ENTERPRISE, and (iii) a SHARED REPERTOIRE (Lave & Wenger 1991), all of which are
different dimensions of performance, verbal and nonverbal. The two approaches make different predic-
tions regarding who belongs to a community of speakers: in Labov’s framework, the subjects of his
New York study constitute a single community, even though their linguistic behavior varies widely;
in the CofP framework, by contrast, these same speakers would constitute several different communities
since they do not necessarily participate in a joint enterprise (except in the most general sense of being
engaged in communicating) or share a repertoire.
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3Scholars have long debated the status of linguistic variables (and variable rules) in a theory of
language. Following Labov (1966, 1978), some see variables as simply analytical devices (Lavandera
1978:179; Hudson 1980/1996:173; Winford 1984:277), while others consider them “in a very real
sense part of the theoretical assumptions one makes about the nature of the problem to hand”
(Romaine 1981:6; cf. Cheshire 1987:266). It seems to me that these two notions are not necessarily an-
tithetical. Analytical devices clearly shape the questions we ask of our data and so are not neutral with
respect to the resulting theoretical proposals. However, much like theoretical developments in the hard
sciences, these theoretical proposals are not the truth but merely an approximation of it. The question
regarding the status of linguistic variables as analytical tools or theoretical constructs is thus different
from that of their psychological plausibility; only if theoretical proposals are viewed as the truth do
the two questions coincide. Linguistic variables can then be ipso facto analytical tool and theoretical con-
struct without this translating into a claim about their psychological plausibility (which no researcher has,
to the best of my knowledge, explicitly investigated or defended).

“This more inclusive proposal is supported by Labov’s compromise position on sound change, allow-
ing both regular and abrupt change depending on the level of abstractness of the categories involved: “itis
proposed that regular neogrammarian change is characteristic of phonetic output rules, and that lexical
diffusion is characteristic of changes in more abstract rules and processes” (Labov 1982:63-65; cf. Labov
1994:541-43). Since linguistic variables are presumably involved in both cases, some (those following
neogrammarian principles) should be conducive to ordering along a single dimension, while others
(those subject to lexical diffusion) are not.

>0On reaching meaningful conclusions from low frequency data, see Britain (1999).

SContrary to Labov’s tentativeness in this regard (but see Verleyen 2006:347-51), Trudgill (2008)
defends the automaticity of accommodation as the only plausible explanation for changes leading to
the formation of new dialects. Concerned with explaining speech convergence between speakers of
already mutually intelligible dialects, Trudgill proposes that speech convergence is driven by a deep-
seated (read: innate) human tendency to behavioral coordination; only AFTER new forms have emerged
triggered by accommodation can they be recruited to the service of identity and become emblematic
of it (2008:251-52). However, Trudgill’s definitions of both accommodation and identity are rather lim-
iting. On the one hand, his mechanistic view of accommodation is too crude to capture observed asym-
metries in who accommodates to whom and how much. Contrary to what he assumes (2008:280), all of
the available evidence suggests that children as young as three are aware of the evaluative norms of their
community (e.g. Rosenthal 1974; Cremona & Bates 1977; Day 1980; Nesdale & Rooney 1996; Stocking
& Baker 2008), making such norms available to filter and bias potential paths of accommodation, includ-
ing the pool of potential interactional partners. On the other hand, identity too is much broader than the
specific subcase of national identity considered by Trudgill, encompassing, roughly, a common sense of
belonging responsible for the formation of social groupings that are as much about internal solidarity as
about external distinction. Processes of group formation may be largely mechanistic themselves, since
they are also subject to constraints, both internal and external to the individual (Le Page & Tabouret-
Keller 1985). Contrary, then, to Trudgill’s assumption that accommodation and identity are antithetical,
significant potential for overlap exists between these two notions. A better theoretical model for recon-
ciling them may be found in the Bourdieuan habitus (Bourdieu 1980/1990), or Giddens’s (1984) struc-
turation theory, where statistical regularities encountered in the real world become internalized in the
form of habits conditioning the individual’s responses and generating dispositions to behave in particular
ways.

7Some implementations of Zipf’s principle in pragmatics include generalized conversational impli-
catures (Grice 1975/1989, Horn 1989, Levinson 2000), short-circuited implicatures (Bach 1975,
Morgan 1978), the graded salience hypothesis (Giora 2003), and cognitive defaults (Jaszczolt 2005).

8That is not to say that semantic variation is excluded in principle from variationist analysis: “There is
no reason to confine the study of variation to alternative ways of saying the same thing ... However, it is
clear that the sharpest analytical conclusions on the conditioning factors that constrain linguistic change
and variation can be made when form varies but meaning is constant, rather than when both are varying
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together. Theoretically, it should be possible to draw equal profit from cases where a single form is used
with several meanings. But the possibility of accurate measurement is less immediate with semantic vari-
ation” (Weiner & Labov 1983:31). The move to restrict sameness of meaning to truth-functional equiv-
alence, then, follows more from a desire for analytical rigor—and, I would add, the lack of appropriate
tools for a more fine-grained analysis of meaning—than from downright denial of the possibility (or
worthiness) of the study of variation in meaning per se.

“For a recent variationist analysis of two Spanish future grammaticizing constructions along these
lines, see Aaron 2010.

1%L ightfoot (1979; cited in Romaine 1981:32, n. 14) makes a similar point regarding the putative cor-
respondence of syntactic constructions across historical periods.

""The commercial was released on April 16, 2009 and can be viewed online at http://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=6MW538g5j0c.

'While agreeing with the general tenor of Eckert (2008), I think it is also important to avoid creating
the impression that speakers can deploy linguistic variants in a teleological fashion IN ORDER TO achieve
particular effects. Whether and to what extent speakers are aware of the social indexicality of the variants
they use remains very much an open question, and one that is bound to be answered differently for differ-
ent variants. My use of the qualification ACCORDING TO THEIR DISPOSITIONS is intended precisely as a remin-
der that the scope of the indexical field is determined neither at the level of social structure nor at that of
speaker agency but most likely at their intersection at the level of the Bourdieuan HABITUS (Bourdieu
1980/1990).

3While the field of variational pragmatics may be new, the quantitative study of pragmatic variation is
of course not new. A fragment of related studies includes: (i) for discourse features (Schneider &
Barron’s formal level): Erman 1992; Vincent & Sankoff 1992; Terkourafi 1999; Macaulay 2005; and
Terkourafi 2005; (ii) for speech acts (Schneider & Barron’s actional level): Hill, Ide, Ikuta, Kawasaki
& Ogino 1986; Blum-Kulka, House, & Kasper 1989; Aijmer 1996; Marquez Reiter 2000; and Terkourafi
2002; and finally, (iii) for larger conversational structures (Schneider & Barron’s topic level): Johnstone
1990.

'“Romaine’s last remark raises another possibility, namely that the impression that variation in syntax
is less common may follow from our theoretical models about language rather than be a fact about vari-
ation itself. This is because, when syntactic differences such as multiple negation are present, we tend to
draw a line between the alternating forms as belonging to different varieties—but this move only makes
sense if the syntactic component is considered primary and only subsequently interfacing with phonol-
ogy (phonological form) and semantics (logical form).

>This is different from the adverbial well that encodes conceptual meaning in Relevance Theory.

16 According to Elsig (2009:30-31), interrogative 7 is regionally limited to the vernaculars of Lower
Maine, the banks of the Loire, Occitan and Provencal dialects, Normandy, and Quebec.

'7 As Rickford and colleagues (2007:12) note, previous research has almost exclusively dealt with the
quotative like. Since like is the quotative marker that wins over all also in their data (2007:18-21) col-
lected exclusively in California (2007:5-6, n. 21), it seems reasonable to hypothesize that the rise
(and fall) of quotative all was restricted to that area; more research is, however, necessary to confirm
this hypothesis.

'8Contra Fraser, Nicolle has argued that information about gender and number should also be con-
sidered a kind of procedural information that combines with information about accessibility to guide
identification of the appropriate referent (http://www.phon.ucl.ac.uk/home/robyn/relevance/relevance_
archives_new/0132.html; accessed June 5, 2009).

'90On the S-curve of changes involving stereotypes, see ELUCIDATING THE LLABOVIAN VARIABLE.
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