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or phonological form on the one hand, and social and regional

factors on the other, working across fields as diverse as socio-

linguistics, phonetics, speech sciences and psycholinguistics.

Covering methodological, theoretical and computational

approaches, this engaging introduction to sociophonetics

brings new insights to age-old questions about language vari-

ation and change, and to the broader nature of language. It

includes examples of important work on speech perception,

focusing on vowels and sibilants throughout to provide

detailed exemplification. The accompanying website provides

a range of online resources, including audio files, data process-

ing scripts and links. Written in an accessible style, this book

will be welcomed by students and researchers in sociolinguis-

tics, phonetics, speech sciences and psycholinguistics.
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Preface

The term sociophonetics has grown in use over the past couple of

decades, with researchers from a number of scholarly traditions now

“doing sociophonetics.” University courses on the subject are on the

rise and major international conferences commonly include work

whose titles prominently include “sociophonetics.” And, quite obvi-

ously, this book is centrally focused on the subject. So what is “socio-

phonetics”? As this book will explore, sociophonetics is an empirical

approach to the study of language at the intersection of sociolinguis-

tics, phonetics and psycholinguistics. It has its roots in the earliest

work on acoustic phonetics (Joos 1948, Peterson and Barney 1952)

and the early groundbreaking sociolinguistic work of William Labov

and colleagues (e.g. Labov 1963, 1966, Weinreich, Labov and Herzog

1968, Labov, Yaeger and Steiner 1972), often referred to as variationist

sociolinguistics. But it simultaneously deeply connects with current

interests in laboratory phonetics and phonology and in psycholinguis-

tic theorizing and experimentation on the cognitive processing of

language. Sociophonetics began to cohere as a research tradition over

the beginning decades of the twenty-first century. It is now, without

doubt, a growth sector in linguistic research and poised to offer major

contributions to linguistic theorizing, our understanding of age-old

questions about the nature of sound change in human language, and

the development of technologies at the human–computer interface.

SOCIOPHONETIC FOUNDATIONS

While sociophonetics is a research area that reaches across linguistic

disciplines concerned with speech, it is centrally, as we just noted, born

from interests in the variationist tradition of sociolinguistics. And this

book, as a volume in the Key Topics in Sociolinguistics series from

Cambridge University Press, seeks to situate modern sociophonetic

work – for a full range of interested audiences – in its foundations in

xi
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sociolinguistics. In recognizing the contribution that sociolinguistic

theory and practice has made to the evolution of sociophonetics, sev-

eral chapters in this book begin with sociolinguistically oriented over-

views to the topics and then progress to how modern sociophonetic

studies have expanded upon and enlarged our perspective in these

realms. In doing this, we also draw heavily on areas of phonetics,

speech science and psycholinguistics and in places even computational

linguistics, but, especially in some chapters, readers will find these foci

as somewhat secondary compared to a heavy emphasis on sociolinguis-

tic backgrounding. We approach the construction of the text this way

for two reasons: First, we feel a deep understanding of both the

methods and theory in sociolinguistics to be fundamental to the devel-

opment of sociophonetics as an independent field. While sociophonetic

methods have become recognized as useful for work in diverse areas,

the crux of why research that integrates the study of the social with

phonetics and the speech sciences has become increasingly important

still echoes the pivotal work by Weinreich, Labov and Herzog (1968).

We share their view that

a position of sociological agnosticism in structural linguistics has

become obsolete. Sociological factors, solidly formulated, have now

been adduced to explain distributions and shifts in linguistic

phenomena, which, from a structural point of view, would have been

seen as random. It would follow that the enlightened linguist

examining language change will find it difficult to avoid enlarging the

area of [their] competence, or enlisting colleagues to bring in new

sources of reliable data. (p. 177)

Second, and relatedly, while sociophonetics necessarily involves and

has often been defined by its focus on its methodologies (something we

cover in Chapters 2, 3 and 8), we feel that the import of sociolinguistic

knowledge and theory to the development and growth of the field is

often given short shrift. As a discipline, sociophonetics has evolved in

many ways from questions that sociolinguistics posed but couldn’t

adequately answer – the stages of sound change, what acoustic distri-

butions of variables tell us about directions of change and the sensitiv-

ity of listeners to phonetic variation. Likewise, work in speech sciences,

phonetics/phonology and computational linguistics has been enlarged

as of late to incorporate the notion that speaker-based information, not

just language-based information, is part of what language users

acquire, store as part of our representational system and make use of

in the processing of incoming speech.

Given sociophonetics’ overlap and contribution to so many allied

fields such as phonetics, phonology, speech science, psycholinguistics,

xii Preface
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cognitive science and natural language processing, we imagine a great

diversity of readers coming to this text, including advanced under-

graduate and graduate students, with complementary experience that

can be brought to bear on timeless questions about the nature of

language and language change, questions with which many branches

of linguistics, and now sociophonetics, have been centrally concerned.

FORMAT OF THE BOOK

We hope this book provides a strong foundation in the methods and

theoretical pursuits of sociophonetics and, in particular, we hope the

book suggests growth areas for the field. A single book, however,

cannot cover all of the topics of relevance to sociophonetics and we

have had to make some decisions about what to include and exclude. In

writing this book, we assume that readers have some prior exposure to

phonetics and phonology, or at least we do not expect that this book

can stand in the place of a full-fledged introduction to phonetics text

(such as Ladefoged 2003, 2005, Johnson 2012, Roach 2009, or Ladefoged

and Johnson 2014) for offering a complete background in phonetics.

We cover the research workflow for some kinds of sociophonetic

research, using vowels and sibilant consonants as our main examples,

but recognize that this only scratches the surface of the full range of

features, segmental and non-segmental, that have received or merit

new sociophonetic interest. Following the larger proportion of prior

work on sociophonetic patterns in speech production and acoustic

phonetics in contrast to other areas of phonetics (auditory and articu-

latory), we also pay somewhat more attention to the study of these

areas. But, following sociolinguist Dennis Preston who suggests that

any research project looking only at production is just half a research

project, and phonetician Meghan Sumner and psycholinguist Arthur

Samuel (2009) who argue that a “dialect” is not just what comes out of

speakers’ mouths but also includes how speakers perceive and repre-

sent the speech they encounter, we also include work on speech per-

ception as an integral part of the sociophonetic enterprise, with a

section on speech perception and processing closing most chapters.

Finally, the majority of examples we draw on in this book, both specific

studies and sociophonetic phonemena, focus on English. This arises

from our own background, as researchers who work primarily on

American English, as well as a larger overemphasis in many areas of

the language sciences on English. It is certainly the case that non-

English languages need to be examined to provide a fuller picture of

Preface xiii
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the breadth of sociophonetic phenomena, and we have tried to include

reference to studies on languages other than English when possible.

In laying out the chapters of this text, we attempted to bring

together the major threads of sociophonetic research and to synthesize

its contributions to the expansion of our understanding of the nature

of language and speech, and the processes and principles of variation

and change. Taking the perspective that sociolinguistic research and

theory provided the foundation for doing and understanding research

in sociophonetics, we consider how the development of sociolinguistic

and sociophonetic research informs four broad arenas, each of which

connect (or so we believe) to major threads in the larger world of

language study: regional dialectology; social identity and group affili-

ation; personal identity and linguistic style; and sound change. Each of

these areas is the focus of a chapter (Chapters 4–7) and these substan-

tive chapters are book-ended by chapters that center on methodo-

logical issues. In Chapters 2 and 3, we review typical sociophonetic

methods for data collection and analysis focusing on two segmental

speech features, vowels and sibilant consonants, which we focus on to

make specific points and to illustrate more general principles. Then, in

Chapter 8 we consider the place of computation in sociophonetics,

reviewing currently popular techniques, such as forced alignment

and automatic extraction methods, and outlining a vision for the

future of the field.

In general, our treatment of these topics attempts to be comprehen-

sive but nonetheless is somewhat selective. Given the size constraints

of this volume and factoring the balance between breadth and depth,

we have made some decisions, for instance limiting our focus on

hands-on methodological detail in favor of emphasizing broader

points about the discipline and its relationship to other disciplines

and research pursuits. While we discuss analysis techniques in some

depth, we do not tackle the topic of statistical and quantitative analy-

sis. Statistical techniques are indeed central to modern sociophonetic

work, but a thorough treatment is beyond the scope of this single

volume. Several good treatments of statistical techniques for linguis-

tic analysis are available, however, and we refer interested readers to

them: Baayen’s (2008) Analyzing Linguistic Data, Gries’ (2013) Statistics

for Linguistics with R, Winter’s (2019) Statistics for Linguists and

Sonderegger, Wagner and Torreira’s (2018) Quantitative Methods for

Linguistic Data are all textbook length treatments with different

strengths. Of course, online statistical tutorials and articles on quan-

titative analysis in the research literature also abound. While we

cover some topics in data collection, we also forego detailed forays

xiv Preface
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into the elicitation and recording of speech and into experimental

design, and we do not cover topics like digitizing analog recordings.

These too are topics covered well by existing volumes, such as

Schilling’s (2013) Sociolinguistic Fieldwork, Podesva and Sharma’s

(2013) Research Methods in Linguistics and Mallinson, Childs, and Van

Herk’s (2018) Data Collection in Sociolinguistics: Methods and Applications.

We also point readers interested in experimental design to Drager’s

(2018) Experimental Research Methods in Sociolinguistics.

Each chapter ends with a short list of recommended sources for

further reading, which link to and expand upon the topics covered in

the chapter. Finally, throughout the book we expand upon each chap-

ters’ topics through the inclusion of “breakout boxes” which supple-

ment or support the main text in various ways. For instance, some

boxes provide more detailed information about analytic considerations

and processes, others go more deeply into specific studies examining

the topics discussed in the main text or further define terminology,

while others consider alternative views or related approaches to key

covered topics.

REPRESENTING SPEECH IN TEXT

Different conventions for representing the sounds of speech are used

across different subfields of linguistics and phonetics and even across

different research groups, but generally the International Phonetic

Alphabet (IPA) is accepted as a standard for phonetic description.

Throughout the book, we will reference speech sounds using the con-

ventions of IPA as we feel this transcription choice to be more general to

varied fields than those (such as keywords or word classes) sometimes

adopted in specific fields. Readers can visit the IPA’s website, at www

.internationalphoneticassociation.org/content/full-ipa-chart, for down-

loadable IPA charts. Interactive versions are also available online.

Following common practice, we use slashes to represent phono-

logical categories (e.g. /p/ represents the category “voiceless bilabial

plosive consonant”) and brackets to represent actual (phonetic) pro-

ductions (e.g. [p] to represent the actual production of a /p/, [ph] to

represent the production of an aspirated /p/, and so forth). We take

one major liberty with the IPA, which also follows common practice,

using /r/ to represent the English phoneme, despite the fact that the

IPA uses the character /ɹ/ to represent the English alveolar approxi-

mant. We do use the approximant symbol when representing produc-

tions of [ɹ], however.

Preface xv
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SOFTWARE AND ONLINE SUPPORT

Some aspects of sociophonetics, like software tools and web-based

resources, change too quickly to be accurately presented in book

format. And, of course, examples in text cannot take the place of actual

speech recordings for illustrating sociophonetic topics. Thus, we pro-

vide a website to accompany this book – https://www.cambridge.org/

core/resources/sociophonetics/. The website contains links to other

online resources, such as popular software discussed in the book and

otherwise of relevance to sociophonetics. It also contains speech

samples for many of the examples used in the book.

We have primarily selected examples from two datasets – the Vowels

in America project (Fridland and Kendall in press) and the Corpus of

Regional African American Language (CORAAL; oraal.uoregon.edu/cor

aal; Kendall and Farrington 2018a). The first case, the Vowels in

America project, is a long-term project on which the authors have

collaborated (e.g. Fridland and Kendall 2012, 2015, 2018, Kendall and

Fridland 2012, 2016, 2017). This project involved the collection of

speech, primarily word lists and reading passages, along with percep-

tion data from participants across several regions of the United States.

(We discuss aspects of this project in several places throughout the

book and we draw from our collected recordings to provide speech

examples for figures in several chapters.) Audio files are provided on

the book’s website for samples that were used to generate figures, so

that readers can examine the same recording shown in the text in

similar ways. The second case, CORAAL, is a publicly available

collection of spoken language recordings that readers can access dir-

ectly on its website. We provide links directly to the online version of

the corpus via TinyURLs (shortened links using tinyurl.com)

when appropriate.

At the time of writing, Praat (www.praat.org; Boersma and Weenink

2020) is the major software used for acoustic data processing and other

phonetic-related tasks (including stimuli preparation, speech synthesis,

etc.). Praat is free software and works on most current computer

systems. While we do not give detailed instructions for doing every-

thing discussed in this book in Praat, we recommend that readers

download a current version of the software and explore some speech

recordings (such as from CORAAL) while reading this book. Our web-

site provides some basic Praat scripts to facilitate some of the tasks we

discuss, such as vowel and sibilant data extraction, and provides links

to online resources about using Praat for acoustic analysis. Many of the

figures in Chapters 2 and 3 are screenshots of Praat or were generated
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using Praat. Many of our other figures were made using the open-

source programming environment R (R Core Team 2019), available

from www.R-project.org, and we also provide links to R and

sociophonetic-relevant R resources on the book’s website.

LOOKING AHEAD

Altogether, we have tried to write this book in a way that allows

readers of different backgrounds and experience to gain insight into

the development, ideas and methods of sociophonetics and to examine

how work in sociophonetics and other fields can evolve in ways com-

plementary to the goals they share. As well, we hope that our survey of

modern sociophonetic approaches and treatment of computational

advances in the field can also illustrate to those familiar with, or

learning about, traditional sociolinguistics how the measurement and

focus on fine phonetic detail can give novel insight into language

variation and change. For readers already embedded in sociophonetic

research, we hope that our treatment can stimulate new ideas and

discussions. In sum, it is our great hope that this book will ignite

interest and conversation among researchers in related disciplines

and help bring together fields that have long considered similar

research questions through disparate methods and approaches.
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