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Dimensions of style: Context, politics and
motivation in gay Israeli speech’

Erez Levon
Queen Mary, University of London

Sociolinguistic research has traditionally examined stylistic variation as
a way of understanding how speakers may use language indexically.
Quantitatively, research has sought to correlate observed patterns of
variation across such external parameters as context or topic with the
ways in which speakers linguistically orient themselves to their immediate
surroundings or to some other socially-salient reference group. Recently, this
approach has been criticized for being too mechanistic. In this paper, I present
a new method for examining stylistic variation that addresses this critique,
and demonstrate how an attention to speakers’ motivations and interactional
goals can be reconciled with a quantitative analysis of variation. I illustrate
the proposed method with a quantitative examination of systematic patterns
of prosodic variation in the speech of a group of Israeli men who are all
members of various lesbian and gay political-activist groups.
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INTRODUCTION

Everybody has style. As sociolinguists, we can all agree on that. Where we
sometimes stop agreeing is when we ask ourselves how best to conceptualize
that style. What motivates it? Where does it come from? And, most importantly
for my discussion here, (how) can we use quantitative analyses of variation to
uncover and interpret it? In this article, I propose a new method for analyzing
language style. I draw on a range of previous work in the field in an attempt
to build what I believe is an integrated approach to style — one that maintains
much of the analytical architecture developed within sociolinguistics over the
past 40 years and adapts it in such a way as to render quantitative analyses
more sensitive to the intersubjective and dynamic aspects of stylistic variation.
My goal in doing so is to argue that we do not necessarily need to consider style
in terms of an either/or scenario — either as a product of some external structuring
principle or as a resource through which speakers can do social and interactional
work — but that style can be both at the same time.

Style, the notion that speakers may change the way they talk as a product of the
different contexts and topics of speech and/or in order to adopt different positions
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and roles within conversations, has long been a central theme of sociolinguistic
research (for comprehensive reviews, see Coupland 2007; Rickford 2001;
Schilling-Estes 2004b). In the literature over the past 40 years, two distinct
trajectories of research on style can be discerned. The first of these trajectories
is one that views stylistic variation as a primarily situational or responsive
phenomenon, whereby speakers adapt their talk to suit the audiences, situations
and contexts of particular speech events. It is this situational conceptualization
that has motivated research on topics like attention paid to speech, from Labov
(1966) up until today, and has served to undergird a variety of theoretical
frameworks, including Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson’s (1974) model of recipient
design, Giles and Powesland'’s (1975) theory of accommodation, and Bell's (1984)
original formulation of audience design (though cf. Bell 1999, 2001).

The other trajectory in work on language style has been less focused on the
situational aspects of stylistic variation, and has instead concentrated on style as
an active social process —one through which speakers can constitute and portray
personae, identities and various understandings of self. Here, I am referring to
work like Le Page and Tabouret-Keller’s (198 5) notion of acts of identity, Eckert’s
(2000) work on variation as social practice, Coupland’s (2001a) theory of dialect
stylization and Schilling-Estes’ (2004a) conceptualization of identity as emergent-
in-interaction. In the past few years, sociolinguists have begun to question the
utility of a hermeneutic divide between these conceptualizations of style. Scholars
like Coupland (2001b) and Rickford (2001) have asked whether we might not
be better served by a model of style that, in the words of Bell (2001: 165),
is a ‘both/and: a framework that acknowledges [both] that our inter-personal
linguistic behavior displays a pattern which can be discerned . . . and that we are
continually making creative, dynamic choices on the linguistic representation
of our identities.’ It is this kind of both/and model of style that I aim to develop
below.

In proposing this kind of integrated model, my goal is not, however, to imply
that responsive and initiative conceptualizations of style should be theoretically
conflated. Numerous studies have shown that neither a responsive nor an
initiative account alone can adequately model the patterns of style-shifting
observed (e.g. Rickford and McNair-Knox 1994; Schilling-Estes 199 8). My point
is rather a methodological one — that an investigation of both responsive and
initiative shift can be brought together in a quantitative analysis of style. I
begin, in the next section, with a brief discussion of style as it relates to
the larger sociolinguistic project of ascribing social meaning to systematic
patterns of linguistic variation. Through the course of this discussion, I
identify a tension in the field between the structural requirements of standard
variationist methodologies and the kinds of dynamic and intersubjective theories
of self and subjectivity to which many of us subscribe. I try to resolve this
tension by appealing to the statistical notion of interaction, and argue that
a multidimensional analysis of style may be better equipped to uncover and
interpret the work being done by talk-in-interaction (Schegloff 1999). Finally,
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I turn to an analysis of stylistic variation among cohorts of Israeli gay men in
order to illustrate the kind of interaction-driven model I propose.

LANGUAGE AND SOCIAL MEANING

In their introductory discussion of the history of style research, Rickford and
Eckert (2001) comment on the fact that sociolinguistics generally has separated
the study of variation into three domains: variation governed by linguistic (or
internal) constraints; variation governed by social (or inter-speaker constraints);
and variation governed by stylistic (or intra-speaker) constraints (cf. Bell 1984;
Finegan and Biber 1994). The authors go on to argue that while this analytical
division has so far been a productive one, the next generation of research on
style will have to focus on the ‘highly permeable boundaries among linguistic,
social and stylistic constraints’ (Rickford and Eckert 2001: 2). I would add to
this argument the claim that the division of the object of our study into these
three distinct spheres is by and large a product of the ways in which we as
sociolinguists have traditionally theorized the relationship between language
and social meaning. I believe, moreover, that in order to shift the focus of our
work towards the permeability that Rickford and Eckert describe, it is instructive
to re-examine the assumptions that we bring to the study of sociolinguistic
meaning, be it linguistically, socially or stylistically-based, and to compare
that approach to the position adopted in related fields, notably in linguistic
anthropology.

Reconciling distribution and performance

Research in both sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology relies upon two
underlying theses: (1) language use varies across social contexts; and (2)
this variation carries with it social meaning (Ochs 1992: 337-338). The
question, then, that motivates both of these fields is, simply, ‘what are these
meanings?’ Sociolinguistics has traditionally taken what Coupland (2007) calls
a distributional approach to answering this question. Since the seminal work of
Labov (1966) and others, sociolinguists have sought quantitative correlations
between systematic patterns of linguistic variation and the specific sociocultural
contexts in which that variation takes place. The social meaning of language is
taken to be entailed by these observed patterns of variation, and sociolinguistic
meaning is understood as a situational or responsive phenomenon. When
Trudgill (1974), for example, discusses the fact that women in Norwich use
the [-ing] variant (e.g. running vs. runnin’) more than men, he ascribes this
distributional observation to the fact that women occupy a less prestigious place
in Norwich society, and must therefore use the symbolic value of the [-ing]
variant to assert an upward mobility. This analysis assumes an operational
understanding of language, where Norwich women'’s speech is characterized as
a response to their social situation.
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With his model of audience and referee design, Bell (1984) introduced a
more nuanced consideration of sociolinguistic meaning that takes into account
the specific contexts of speech and the intersubjective motivations of speakers.
Adapting Giles and Powesland’s (1975) notion of accommodation, Bell argues
that speakers actively orient themselves to particular speech environments,
choosing either to adopt the linguistic norms of their surroundings (i.e. audience
design) or those of some other salient group (referee design). Yet, while he
injects a certain amount of speaker agency into the equation, Bell's model also
views language operationally, and a speaker’s use of variation as a responsive
phenomenon. Even referee design, which Bell describes as initiative, is ultimately
understood as a response on the part of a speaker to the norms of some other
non-immediate speech context (cf. Bell 1992; Coupland 2007: 74-81). In other
words, Bell’s model maintains that speech contexts already have fixed linguistic
characteristics that exist prior to the current moment of speaking. The extent to
which a speaker accommodates to the characteristics of a context is then taken
to reflect her attitudinal reaction to that context.

Having grown out of a different semiotic tradition, research in linguistic
anthropology hasbeen less focused on the responsive dimension of sociolinguistic
meaning. In the 1980s and 1990s, influenced by literary and philosophical
theories of language, linguistic anthropologists began to think through the ways
in which language does not only reflect existing social situations, but may
actually constitute them (Goodwin and Duranti 1992). Under this scenario,
a speaker’s use of language is more than a product of her (already existing)
identity or the social situation she finds herself in. Instead, language becomes a
means through which that identity or that situation is created. Imagine that we
reconsider Trudgill's Norwich data using this theoretical approach. Rather than
concluding that women use more of the [-ing] variant because they are women
and because women occupy a less prestigious position in Norwich society, we
can argue that it is partially through their use of [-ing] that Norwich women
enact their identities as women and generate a new social situation in which
they have more prestige.

This difference is perhaps a subtle one, but it has broad ramifications for
our understanding of sociolinguistic meaning. Language is not only a system
of representation, but also a system of production. And speakers are not only
vessels through which pre-existing social situations are linguistically expressed,
but also play an active role in configuring those situations. There are limits,
however, to both the productive capacity of language and the agentive ability
of speakers. Language is constrained, on the most basic level, by the need to be
understood. In order for language to achieve social meaning, it must already
exist in a recognized symbolic relationship (be it referential, indexical or iconic)
with that which is signified (Derrida 1995). Speakers, in order to take advantage
of language’s productive potential, are therefore required to use these salient
symbolic linkages to arrive at a legible social end. Yet the crucial point is that
speakers can do so in creative ways. Because language comprises a pool of
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potentially salient meanings, it is not tied to any one situation or any one identity.
It is there for the taking. To return (one last time) to Trudgill's example, Norwich
women can use [-ing] to enact ‘prestige,” and hence (indirectly) ‘woman’ (Ochs
1992), because [-ing] already signifies ‘prestige’ in English. And since it already
signifies ‘prestige’ in English, it is available to be used by Norwich women.>

The problem for variationist work is incorporating this dynamic, agentive
conceptualization of language into a quantitative analysis. How can we reconcile
an understanding of language as an ‘up for grabs’ pool of symbolic resources
with the practice of seeking out generalizable patterns of variation across
predetermined external parameters? I agree with Rickford (2001) in thinking
that it is possible, and I believe that an adaptation of Bell's model of audience
and referee design provides us with the means to do it (see Bell 2001). Like the
performative theory of language, the audience design framework relies upon the
notion that sociolinguistic meaning already exists prior to a particular speech
event. The difference is that for Bell that meaning is tied to certain contexts or
groups, and isnot an inherent aspect of language per se. This is what makes Bell's
model so useful for sociolinguistics: we can quantify that. We can plug audience
or topic into a statistical regression analysis and get falsifiable results, whereas
doing so with ‘speaker agency’ or ‘potential for symbolic meaning’ is obviously
more complicated.

Interactions

More complicated, but not necessarily impossible. Imagine that we were
interested, for example, in whether a reduction in the price of blue car paint
caused residents of California to buy more blue cars. We would set up a
quantitative model that looked at how many of the cars bought by Californians
during, say, two different years were blue — one year when the blue cars cost the
same as the others and the other year when the blue cars were cheaper. If we do
in fact find a statistical correlation between the price of blue car paint and the
number of blue cars Californians bought, we may therefore have quantitative
evidence for a significant main effect of paint price.

Now, say we wanted even more information on why Californians would choose
blue cars, and we also decide to look and see whether there is a difference between
car buyers in Beverly Hills and car buyers in Santa Monica. This time our analysis
indicates that Californians bought more blue cars the year that the blue cars are
cheaper, and that residents of Santa Monica buy more blue cars than residents of
Beverly Hills. These are the independent results for each of the external factors,
and they seem to provide evidence of a significant price effect and a significant
city effect. Yet in addition to these significant main effects, the analysis also finds
that the year that the blue paint was cheaper, Beverly Hills residents bought
just as many blue cars as Santa Monica residents. The initial results of the
independent analyses are therefore contradicted (i.e. Santa Monica residents are
not buying more blue cars than Beverly Hills residents that year), and we instead
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have evidence of a significant interaction between paint prices and buyer’s city.
That means that we cannot talk about the preferences of car buyers in Santa
Monica versus Beverly Hills without also talking about the price of blue car paint;
rather, the city effect on blue car buying is significantly conditioned by the paint
price.

I believe that this statistical concept of interaction may be the key to
our investigating how speakers can use stylistic variation to performatively
constitute social subjectivities. An adaptation of Bell's model provides the
basic building blocks, where context (i.e. the particular situation of talk) and
topic (i.e. what the speaker is talking about) are posited as the external
factors. Traditionally, a quantitative model would then assess whether speakers
systematically change some aspect of their speech as a function of each of these
parameters independently. So, does an Israeli lesbian speak in a significantly
different way when she is at work or at a bar? Or, does she speak in a significantly
different way when talking about her first kiss than she does when talking about
her favorite ice cream? What I would like to propose is that we examine the
combinations of these potentially significant differences. When at work, is there
a significant difference in the way an Israeli lesbian talks about her first kiss
versus her favorite ice cream? And what about at a bar? Is there a significant
difference between these two topics there?

In essence, what I am trying to do is to look at the interaction between context
and topic in an attempt to avoid a wholly responsive analysis of language style.
I accept Bell's notion that contexts and topics are responsively affiliated with
certain linguistic norms. But rather than assuming that speakers just respond
to these norms, I want to look at how speakers make productive use of them in
order to position a particular presentation of self within a given social situation
(cf. Goodwin and Duranti 1992; Rickford and McNair-Knox 1994; Schilling-
Estes 1998, 2004a). This opens the door to a performative analysis of language
use, through which, and in combination with sufficient qualitative evidence,
I could argue that a group of lesbian Israelis, for example, are not speaking a
certain way because they are lesbian Israelis, but rather that their use of specific
linguistic features is part of what constitutes them (or not) as lesbian Israelis in a
particular instance of talk. The fact, however, that I use the structure of context-
and topic-linked norms to frame the analysis means that speakers are not free
to do whatever they please linguistically. Their performativity is constrained by
already existing patterns of language. The model I propose is therefore based on
what Coupland (2007: 82) calls ‘constrained freedom,” though I would argue,
pace Bell and Labov, that the constraints are not grounded in the distributional
facts of social or inter-speaker variation, but rather in the limits of linguistic
performativity (cf. Bakhtin 1981; Derrida 1995). In the next section, I apply this
model to an examination of language use in various communities of Israeli
gay men, where I use both quantitative and qualitative evidence to argue
that observed patterns of stylistic variation may be a means through which
informants negotiate between Israeli normative expectations of gender and
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sexuality, on the one hand, and their own subjective understandings of self
and the nation, on the other.

LANGUAGE AND SEXUALITY IN ISRAEL

The data that I consider is drawn from a sociolinguistic ethnography of politics
and sexuality in Israel, where over the course of a year I observed and recorded
57 members of 12 different Israeli gay and lesbian activist organizations. My
goal in this project was to investigate the relationship between the particular
political outlooks each of these organizations maintains and the ways in
which organization members use variation in their spoken Hebrew to position
themselves in relation to normative beliefs about gender and sexuality in Israel. I
do not have the space here to provide a detailed account of Israeli ideologies
of gender and sexuality or a comprehensive description of lesbian and gay
communities in Israel today (see Levon 2008, in preparation; and references
cited there). I can, however, summarize the situation by stating that while
they have enjoyed significant enfranchisements over the past 20 years (Kama
2000; Walzer 2000), lesbian and gay Israelis remain largely excluded from full
participation in Israeli society (Levon 2008; Yosef 2005).

This exclusion can be traced to a perceived incompatibility between gay or
lesbian sexuality and normative formulations of Israeli identity — formulations
that date back to the beginnings of Jewish nation-building in Palestine in the
early decades of the twentieth century (i.e. Zionism; Kimmerling 2001). At that
time, the principal goal of the Jewish settlement project was the transformation
of an ethnic or religious affiliation, i.e. the Jewish people, into a modern nation-
state (Shafir and Peled 2002; Yanai 1996; Yiftachel 1999). Part of the way in
which this was done was by reconfiguring certain traditionally Jewish beliefs
and practices as the core republican values of the new Israeli state. Pre-eminent
among these values was a normative discourse of the (heterosexual) family as
the only acceptable model of gender and sexuality. Under this model, women, for
example, were recast as the moral guardians of the state, and maternity came to
represent women's ultimate commitment to Zionist ideals (e.g. Berkovitch 1997;
Biale 1997; Sered 2000).

Men, on the other hand, were more involved in a different aspect of the
Zionist project, which was the symbolic rejection, and even erasure, of
Jewish Diaspora life. The founding of the state of Israel was conceived of
as an opportunity for European Jewry to escape its perpetual weakness and
subjugation, what prominent Zionist theorist Max Nordau labeled its physical
and moral degeneration. This degeneration was often described in highly gendered
terms, with Diaspora Jewry characterized as both effeminate and submissive
(Biale 1997; Boyarin 1997). For early Zionist leaders, Jewish settlement in
Palestine offered a solution to this degenerationist problem by allowing for the
creation of a ‘New Hebrew Man,” one who would be strong and virile and the
master of his own existence (Almog 2000). Hegemonic masculinity thus became
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iconically linked to Israeli identity, which was itself placed in symbolic opposition
to Diaspora effeminacy.

Together, these two structuring principles of Zionist philosophy — the
transformation of Jewish values into Israeli values and the rejection of the Jewish
Diaspora experience — conspired in the formation of a particular normative
discourse of gender in Israel (what is often called the ‘men as soldiers/women
as mothers’ model), as well as in linking this discourse to what it means to ‘be
Israeli.” Lesbians and gays, at least stereotypically, are seen as existing outside
of and in conflict with this discourse, thus rendering gay and lesbian identity
incompatible with Israeli identity. My examination of sexuality in Israel therefore
focuses on how individual lesbian and gay Israelis conceive of the relationship
between their sexual and national identifications, and how those conceptions
are socially constituted through linguistic practice.?

Variables

Language played an important part in the elaboration of Zionist ideology (Spolsky
and Shohamy 1999), and linguistic ideologies about gender were no exception.
In keeping with their desire to establish a new kind of Jewish life in Palestine, early
Zionist leaders worked to symbolically differentiate the Hebrew spoken in Israel
from the Hebrew spoken, at leastritually, in the Diaspora.* In addition to changes
in the grammar, phonology and lexicon, one of the most pervasive ways in which
Modern Hebrew was made to stand apart was in the development of a new style
of speaking, often described as dugri speech (after the Arabic word for ‘straight;’
Katriel 1986). Dugri is an aggressive, laconic, ‘plain’ manner of speaking that
is normatively associated with Israelis. Purportedly rooted in the language
practices of the soldiers in the Palmach, the Jewish paramilitary forces in pre-state
Palestine, dugri speech is characterized by an overall ‘devaluation of language
and speech, so that terseness and inarticulateness become valued verbal traits’
(Katriel 1986: 16). This terseness is taken to exemplify the ‘simplicity’ and
‘naturalness’ of a speaker who hasno time or concern for dramatic or embellished
language; a speaker who is more interested in actions that in words. Dugri
speech is thus iconic of the independent, empowered New Israeli Jew, and
stands in symbolic contrast to the language of the weak, emasculated Jew of the
Diaspora.

I have argued elsewhere (Levon in preparation) that, more than just a
style of speech, dugri is a gendered ideology of language. In other words, I
propose that dugri represents the linguistic embodiment of Israeli ideas about
gender, whereby linguistic simplicity and straightforwardness are associated
with strength and masculinity, whereas loquaciousness and circuitousness are
associated with weakness and femininity. In this account, dugri becomes an
ideology of what men'’s speech should be like: powerful, straightforward and to
the point. ‘Women’s language,” on the other hand is not dugri. Rather, while
perhaps stereotypically more aggressive or outspoken than its North American
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or northern European counterpart, I suggest that the language style normatively
associated with women in Israel is one that symbolically connotes Israeli ideas
about women's secondary or support-based status, i.e. language that is viewed
as emotional, caring or even superficial.

Katriel, in her discussion of dugri, focuses exclusively on various lexical and
interactional components that she argues characterize that style of speech (e.g.
the use of unmitigated face-threatening speech acts; a generalized lack of terms
of deference or other negative politeness mechanisms). Based, however, on my
observations of language in Israel, as well as both direct and indirect comments
from my informants, I would argue that an equally salient aspect of dugri (and
all gendered speech) in Israel has to do with certain prosodic characteristics,
specifically those pertaining to pitch and voice quality. As has been argued for
in many other ethnographic situations (see Besnier 1990; and references cited
there), emotionality and superficiality are linguistically characterized in Israel
by such things as breathy and high-pitched voices. I therefore propose that
these qualities are stereotypical of Israeli ‘women’s speech.’ In contrast, hoarse
and monotone voices get affiliated with such masculine traits as directness and
aggressiveness, making them key elements of ‘men’s speech.’ In short, I suggest
that prosody plays a crucial role in the elaboration of Israeli gendered-speech
styles.®

These ideological links between language and gender form the backdrop
against which Israeli lesbians and gays portray their sexualities, and provide
the pool of linguistic resources with which to do so (e.g. Cameron and Kulick
2003; Ochs 1992; Podesva 2007). The heteronormativity of Israeli nationalist
discourse is such that gendered-language ideologies are also linked to gay and
lesbian identities. As the popular reasoning goes, since gay men, for example,
are men who desire men, and since desiring men is seen as a quintessentially
feminine activity, gay men embody some sort of femininity. Therefore, what
ends up being perceived as a ‘gay’ way of speaking is a disruption or inversion of
linguistic gender norms (e.g. gay men talk like women). Note that in describing
stereotypical images of Israeli lesbians and gays in terms of gendered ‘inversion,’
I am not making either an ontological or epistemological claim. That is to say, I
am not arguing that Israeli gays and lesbians in fact manifest ‘inverted’ gender
behavior or that they conceive of their sexualities in this way. What I am doing
is reporting the popular ideological conceptualization of lesbian and gay identity
in Israel as I came to understand it, and suggesting that gays and lesbians
themselves may make use of these ideological links between language and social
categories to construct and perform sexuality (Bucholtz and Hall 2004; Cameron
and Kulick 2003).

In the interest of space and for the purposes of illustrating the analytical model I
propose above, I will only describe findings in relation to pitch among a selection
of the men in my sample (for a discussion of pitch among a selection of the
women in the sample, see Levon in preparation; for a discussion of both pitch
and voice quality among the entire sample of women and men, see Levon 2008).
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I consider six pitch properties in Hebrew, which have all been extensively studied
in the literature on language, gender and sexuality (e.g. Biemans 2000; Gaudio
1994;Henton 1989, 1995; Levon 2006, 2007; Rogers and Smyth 2003; Smyth,
Jacobs and Rogers 2003):

e three measures of central tendency — mean pitch, median pitch and FO floor;

e two measures of variability — pitch range and standard deviations from the
mean; and

e one measure of dynamism — pitch slope.

Pitch values were obtained using a semi-automated script in Praat version
4.5.02, and pitch traces were manually inspected and hand corrected, where
necessary. Values for all tokens are calculated across intonational phrases
(level 4 boundaries in the ToBI coding system), where one intonational phrase
corresponds to one token.

In terms of measurements of central tendency, mean pitch and median pitch
are measurements of the ‘typical’ pitch value across the intonational phrase,
whereas FO floor is a measurement of the phrase’s baseline-pitch level. Following
Biemans (2000), two separate measurements of median pitch were taken, one a
standard measurement of the middle-pitch point in the phrase and the other
a normalized measurement of the mean in relation to the phrase’s overall
range (what Biemans 2000 calls the ‘median-in-range’). Pitch range values
represent a measurement of the restricted range across an intonational phrase,
corresponding to £2 standard deviations from the phrase’s mean pitch (Jassem
1971). Finally, following Henton (1995), pitch slope is a measurement of the
steepness of the pitch contour across the intonational phrase that abstracts
away from considerations of positive or negative slope and instead calculates the
absolute difference between pitch points over time.®

Methodology

The talk that T analyze here comes from approximately 36 hours of individual
sociolinguistic interviews that I conducted with 18 male informants. These
informants were all members of various lesbian and gay activist associations,
which I group into three larger clusters: what I call the Mainstream group, the
Community Center group and the Radical group. My grouping of organizations
into clusters is based on what I understand to be a set of common institutional
goals and a shared conceptualization of sexual politics in Israel. I group the
organizations in this way both in order to reduce the number of categories to
be considered in the quantitative analysis and in an effort to more accurately
reflect the reality of lesbian and gay politics in Israel (see Levon 2008 for a full
justification and description of each of the clusters).”

The Mainstream cluster is made up of six organizations that all adopt what
can be most easily summarized as an integrationist approach to gay and lesbian
politics. In other words, these organizations work to promote the idea that ‘gays
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and lesbians are just like everybody else,” and to achieve the full integration of
lesbians and gays into Israeli society. The Radical cluster, on the other hand,
explicitly rejects an integrationist formulation of sexuality and sexual politics.
This cluster is made up of three self-described radical queer organizations whose
central goal is the transformative revaluation of Israeli society (Ziv 2005).
In their activities, these groups stress the interconnectedness of the different
struggles in Israeli society (e.g. queer struggles, Palestinian struggles, women's
struggles), and are united in a condemnation of standard Israeli models of gender
and sexuality. Finally, the Community Center cluster represents a sort of mid-
point between the Mainstream and the Radical views. Comprised of a single
organization located in Jerusalem, the Community Center group works both for
the integration of lesbians and gays into Israeli society (making it similar to the
Mainstream group) and for the expansion of sexual politics to include issues of
social justice more broadly (making it similar to the Radical group).

The interviews that I conducted with my informants all took place four to
five months after I had begun observing and participating in group activities,
and all of my informants were by that time well acquainted with me and with
the fact that I was a researcher studying sexual activism in Israel (though they
were unaware of my work’s linguistic focus).® Since linguistic analyses are based
entirely on interview data, I am not examining variation between speech events
per se, butrather focus on inter- and intra-speaker variation within the interview
context. I am interested in identifying when and how the speakers examined use
language to make sexuality relevant:

e What specific linguistic resources are they using to index a sexual
subjectivity?

e How does that use vary within the individual?

o How does that use vary across social categories (i.e. political groupings)? and,
finally,

e What can these observed variations tell us about the ways in which speakers
may be imagining and experiencing their sexualities?

These kinds of questions have traditionally been approached in language and
sexuality research by comparing the speech of gay and non-gay speakers, under
the assumption that the ways in which gay people talk is unproblematically
gay language, which can be set in opposition to a non-gay language spoken
by non-gay people. I explicitly reject this formulation, arguing that it relies
upon a static conceptualization of reified identity categories that essentializes the
link between language and social subjectivity. Rather, I make use of Cameron
and Kulick’s (2003) concept of identification, and explore the ways in which
speakers use language as a site of mediation between the multiple, and perhaps
conflicting, social identifications they maintain. Implicit in this conceptualization
is the notion that sexuality is not always the most important aspect of a person’s
sociolinguistic behavior, nor is it ever the only one. Pinpointing those specific
linguistic practices associated with the indexation of sexuality, therefore, requires
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Table 1: Schematic structure of interviews (gay topics in italics, non-gay
topics in Roman type)

NARRATIVES OPINIONS
Personal history Israeli politics Israeli gay politics
Personal geography Palestinian-Israeli conflict Gay rights
T Family life Race/ethnicity Gay visibility
(0] Schooling Religion Social acceptance
P Army Israeli political parties Communal structures
I Work Violence Intra-communal ties
C Social life Zionism Personal definitions
S ‘Coming out’ Gender
Dating
Activism

us to scrutinize variation within the individual in order to isolate which practices
may be associated with sexuality and ultimately understand how and why they
are being used as they are (see also Podesva 2006, 2007).

It is here, then, that I bring in the interaction-based model of language style
that I describe above. Methodologically, I propose that this understanding of
style can be implemented in the current research by postulating two dimensions
of talk as independent factors in the quantitative analysis: discourse type and
speech topic. All of the interviews conducted shared a similar, modular structure,
illustrated schematically in Table 1. Interviews began with informants providing
a general, narrative history of their lives, normally in chronological order from
their childhood up to the present day. While the specific contours of these life
histories varied, all speakers discussed such things as family life, schooling,
friends, military service, etc. In addition, in all of the interviews, informants spoke
about their own realizations of their sexual desires, their sexual encounters and
their experiences with the Israeli gay and lesbian scene. Following this narrative,
story-telling portion, interviews then turned to a discussion of the informants’
beliefs and opinions about different aspects of life in Israel, including nationwide
politics, Israeli society and gay and lesbian politics.

As depicted graphically in Table 1, I divide the content of the interviews into
two major discourse types: narratives and opinions. Narrative speech is talk on
those topics in the leftmost column, where, in the first part of the interviews,
informants related their personal histories and events from their lives. Opinions,
on the other hand, are those topics in the two righthand columns, where,
later in the interviews, informants provided their feelings and beliefs about
particular relevant issues. Talk, however, was not only differentiated by topic
across these two discourse types; it was also structurally very different. Because
during narratives informants were relating prior events from their lives, talk in
this discourse type was all temporally past tense, proceeded sequentially and
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contained non-immediate deictic reference. In contrast, talk on opinions was
always temporally present and the deixis was very much local — informants were
discussing the ‘here and now.’

This topical and structural differentiation between the discourse typesleads me
to argue that narratives and opinions represent different kinds of conversational
frames (e.g. Goffman 1974), each with its own set of constraints on what kind
of language is appropriate or expected. My claim in this regard is analogous
to Coupland’s (1980, 1988) discussion of style shifting among travel agency
workers in Cardiff. In that work, Coupland argues that even though the
physical setting (i.e. the travel agency) does not change, differences in terms
of the content and goals of various spoken interactions are sufficient to identify
distinct ‘contexts’ of speech, even within the same relatively brief stretch of talk.
Similarly, in my research, I postulate that the differences between the narrative
and the opinion portions of the interviews are sufficient to establish distinct
‘narrative’ and ‘opinion’ frames. And since style shifting across these frames
would presumably represent a reaction on the part of speakers to a change in the
speaking situation, I take variation by discourse type to be indicative of responsive
style shifting.

Theorized in this way, the question still remains as to what these different
speech frames may actually represent (e.g. gradations of formality, intimacy,
etc.). In the analyses below, I conjecture that the narrative frame may encourage
a more private or in-group discourse style through which informants’ own
understandings of their subjectivities are materialized. In the opinion frame, on
the other hand, I think that a more public, out-group kind of discourse is expected
— one in which informants create and position a public persona to the outside
world. My thinking on this builds on the classic Labovian distinction between
a more ‘vernacular’ speech style, normally elicited in narratives, and a more
‘performed’ speech style, normally elicited elsewhere (e.g. Labov 1972). Unlike
Labov, however, I do not understand the differences between narratives and
opinions to be grounded in the relative ‘naturalness’ of talk, but rather in the
contextual exigencies of what speakers may construe as more in-group versus
more out-group oriented styles, respectively (see also Schilling-Estes 1998). Yet,
regardless of whether my proposed associations between conversational frames
and more public versus more private styles actually bear out, I argue that the
contextual differences between narratives and opinions are sufficient to provide
a method for examining how speakers vary their linguistic practice responsively
as a function of speech context, and I thus treat variation across conversation
frames as potential evidence for responsive style shifting.

In addition to the differences in terms of what I call conversational frame, the
interviews are also divided according to speech topic. In Table 1, those topics
printed in italics represent instances when informants talked about their sexual
histories, experiences and subjectivities. As a shorthand, I refer to these as gay
topics, while those in Roman type, i.e. when informants were talking about
things other than sexuality, are called non-gay topics. I believe that this division
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between gay and non-gay topics allows me to explore the initiative dimension
of language style, or the ways in which speakers may be using language to
perform their social and, in this case, sexual identifications. Topic-conditioned
style shift is premised on the notion that speakers adopt different patterns of
linguistic behavior as a function of what they are talking about, so as to variably
align themselves with the social groups and identities referenced through their
talk (e.g. Bell 1992, 1999; Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985; Rampton 1995;
Yaeger-Dror 1991). In other words, variation by speech topic can be a way for
speakers to initiate a style shift as a means of performatively enacting a particular
sociolinguistic persona.

In understanding topic variation as initiative shift, I am adopting a somewhat
more expansive approach than the one originally formulated by Bell (1984,
1992), in which variation by topic, like variation by audience or setting, falls
under the domain of responsive shifting. Instead, I follow Schilling-Estes (1998,
2004a) and Coupland (2001b, 2007) in arguing that, from what Coupland
(2001Db) calls a ‘self-identity perspective,” even apparently responsive shifts,
like those conditioned by topic, can in fact be initiative. A case in point is
Schilling-Estes’ (2004a) analysis of a conversation between an African American
and a Lumbee Native American in Robeson County, North Carolina. In her
analysis, Schilling-Estes found that these speakers manifested the highest levels
of linguistic dissimilarity in those portions of the conversation that dealt with
race relations, during which ‘each interlocutor emphasize[d] his own in-group
belonging by highlighting his ethnolinguistic distance from his interlocutor’
(Schilling-Estes 2004a: 177-178). Schilling-Estes takes this result to indicate
that while stylistic variation is certainly influenced by topic, it is not determined
by it. Rather, there exists the proactive component of speakers’ choosing how
to represent themselves in a given situation or context. In other words, it is
not the fact that they were talking about race versus some other topic that
caused Schilling-Estes” informants to style shift. It was instead their desires
about the kinds of personae they wanted to present when talking about race that
did. Adopting this perspective in the current research, I argue that examining
variation between gay and non-gay topics in the speech of my informants could
offer crucial insight into how the informants use initiative shifting to linguistically
perform their sexualities.

In the quantitative analyses that follow, I examine variation along the two axes
of conversational frame (which I take to be indicative of responsive shifting) and
speech topic (which I take to be indicative of initiative shifting). I analyze these
axes both independently and in interaction. By independent analyses, I refer to
sociolinguistic methods that examine what significant effect, if any, a particular
factor such as frame or topic may have on observed linguistic practice. I then
couple this with an analysis of interaction that investigates the extent to which
conversational frame and speech topic together, as they support and disrupt
one another, influence the informants’ use of language. It is by examining this
interaction between what I argue are the responsive and initiative dimensions
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of style, respectively, that I hope to quantitatively map the strategies used by
speakers to situate themselves and their identifications within particular speech
contexts.

Results

Since the primary goal of my research is to examine how my informants may
be using pitch to help constitute a gay subjectivity, the obvious place for me
to begin is with an analysis of topic-conditioned variation, on the assumption
that changes in topic coincide with speakers initiatively shifting towards distinct
representations of self. An analysis of pitch variation by topic in the speech of the
18 men I consider selects three variables as significant: pitch range, pitch slope
and mean pitch (see Table 2). We see in Table 2 that pitch ranges are significantly
wider on gay topics than they are on non-gay topics (13.33 st vs. 12.51 st); that
pitch slopes are significantly steeper for gay topics than for non-gay topics (32.58
st/sec vs. 31.46 st/sec); and that mean-pitch levels are significantly higher for
gay topics than for non-gay ones (4.83 st vs. 4.59 st). Normally, these findings
could be taken as quantitative evidence that pitch range, pitch slope and mean
pitch are all acting as indexical of gay sexuality for the men considered. The
fact that a significant difference is attested in terms of these three variables
across topics could be considered sufficient to argue that these variables are
somehow related to the production and presentation of a gay identity (though
the smallness of difference, especially with respect to mean pitch, would force
us to question the auditory salience of this effect). These findings, moreover,
correspond to Israeli stereotypes of gay men’s speech, with its more normatively
feminine wide pitch ranges and high-pitched voices. The results also seem to
corroborate previous work in the field by scholars who have argued that variables
like pitch range, pitch slope and mean pitch play a role in the sociolinguistic
perception of gender and sexuality (see, for example, relevant references cited
above).

But rather than coming immediately to the conclusion that pitch range, pitch
slope and mean pitch are in fact being used to index sexuality in the case under
consideration, let us examine the results with respect to pitch variation for these
men across conversational frames, as listed in Table 3. In Table 3, we see a nearly

Table 2: Significant variation by topic

Pitch range (st) Pitch slope (st/sec) Mean pitch (st)

Non-gay topics 12.51 31.46 4.59
(n=1782)

Gay topics 13.33 32.58 4.83
(n=1954)

F(1,3668)=9.116 F(1,3668)=4.328 F(1,3668)=18.915
p=0.003 p=0.038 p = 0.000
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Table 3: Significant variation by frame

Pitch range (st) Pitch slope (st/sec) Mean pitch (st)

Narratives 12.71 31.96 4.52
(n=1848)

Opinions 13.17 32.17 491
(n=1888)

F(1,3668)=28.93 F(1,3668)=6.02 F(1,3668)=25.77
p=0.000 p=0.014 p=0.000

identical pattern with respect to pitch variation by conversational frame as we
saw in Table 2 with respect to pitch variation by speech topic. Here pitch ranges
are wider on opinions than they are on narratives, with an average of 13.17 st
for opinions versus 12.71 st for narratives; pitch slopes are steeper for opinions,
at 32.17 st/sec versus 31.96 st/sec for narratives; and mean-pitch levels are
higher for opinions than for narratives, with an average of 4.91 st as compared
to 4.52 st, respectively.

I would argue that the similarity between the results for variation by speech
topic and the results for variation by conversational frame pose a potential
interpretive problem. On the one hand, given the understanding of topic-
conditioned variation I outline above, the results in Table 2 with respect to topic
would seem to encourage an analysis in which wider pitch ranges, steeper pitch
slopes and higher mean-pitch levels are all related to the speakers’ indexation
of a gay sexuality (though the concern about the relatively small size of the
effects would remain). Yet on the other hand, the results in Table 3 with respect
to variation by conversational frame seem to indicate that wider pitch ranges,
steeper pitch slopes and higher mean-pitch levels might be related to some sort of
contextual or situational phenomenon that distinguishes the narrative and the
opinion frames. Something like attention paid to speech, perhaps, where different
levels of formality are elicited in narratives versus opinions. Or something like
emotional attachment, where speakers are more emotionally invested in one
conversational frame than the other.

So how do we decide between the two? How can we reliably and conclusively
arguethatthe significant patterns of variation that we see are in fact related either
to something like attention paid to speech or to something like the speakers’
desires to portray a gay sexuality? In other words, is style in this situation
behaving responsively or initiatively? This is a question that, I believe, we are not
equipped to answer. Based on the two uni-dimensional analyses of style above,
I do not see any quantitative way of substantiating one position over the other
— it is equally likely that the patterns are due to either or to both.’ This seems
to be precisely the kind of interpretive dilemma that scholars have had in mind
recently when questioning the usefulness of analytical methodologies that divide
style into this either/or scenario. As Coupland (2007: 61) notes, ‘the balancing
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Table 4: Variation by the interaction of frame and topic*

Pitch range (st) Pitch slope (st/sec) Mean pitch (st)

Narratives
Non-gay topics [12.31] [31.52] 4.87
(n=864)
Gay topics [12.96] [32.25] 4.75
(n=984)

Opinions
Non-gay topics [13.15] [31.88] 4.84
(n=918)
Gay topics [13.49] [32.74] 5.47
(n=970)
F(1,3668)=0.96 F(1,3668)=0.29 F(1,3668)=28.15
p=0.328 p=0.592 p =0.000

*Values listed in square brackets are not statistically significant

of response and initiation remains the key problem of any theory of style’ (cf.
also Bell 1999). I believe that this problem of balance arises from the fact that we
consider response and initiation to be two separate, unrelated things. But what
if, rather than examining response and initiation as distinct, uni-dimensional
influences on style, we look at their interaction and try to think about style
multi-dimensionally?

Table 4 presents the results of an analysis of the effect that the interaction
between conversational frame (i.e. what I take to be response) and speech topic
(i.e. what I take to be initiation) has on the men’s pitch. Immediately we see that
for both pitch range and pitch slope, that effect is not significant. In other words,
both the effect for speech topic and the effect for conversational frame seen in
Tables 2 and 3, respectively, exist independently of one another, and, at least
quantitatively, have nothing to do with each other. What this means for us is
that we still have no principled way of interpreting the quantitative results and
of deciding whether wider pitch ranges and steeper pitch slopes may be due to
some responsive phenomenon, like differential levels of attention paid to speech,
or to some active, symbolic process the speakers are engaging in. This is not
necessarily the case, however, for mean pitch, where we do have evidence of a
significant interaction (albeit a small one, though see below). This interaction
tells us that while there is an overall topic effect, where gay topics have higher
mean pitches than non-gay topics, and while there is an overall frame effect,
where opinions have higher mean pitches than narratives, these two effects in
a certain sense collide and end up conditioning one another. This finding is
important because it provides the grounds for delving into this interaction and
examining how style may be functioning bi-modally — how speakers may be
simultaneously negotiating the constraints of the different speech events (i.e.
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out the broad contours of social and linguistic meaning that I believe are at
work for the men in my sample (though see Levon 2008 for a fuller story). In
doing so, I acknowledge that I am abstracting away from the men’s potentially
important local negotiations of self to focus on what is happening at the group
level. Nevertheless, I argue that this kind of supra-local analysis is useful in
illustrating how style can be implicated interactively, and can provide insight
into how ethnographically salient divisions among people and groups get played
out linguistically.

With these caveatsin mind, let us begin with the men of the Mainstream group,
who make a four-way distinction between mean-pitch levels on gay narratives,
non-gay narratives, gay opinions and non-gay opinions. Recall that I take
variation across topics (gay versus non-gay) as potential evidence of initiative style
shifting, and variation across conversational frames (narratives versus opinions)
as potential evidence of responsive style shifting. For the Mainstream men, we
seem to have both taking place. In narratives, gay topics have significantly
lower mean-pitch levels than non-gay topics (4.88 st versus 5.10 st), whereas in
opinions gay topics have significantly higher mean-pitch levels (5.56 st versus
4.91 st). In other words, not only is there a significant distinction across topics,
but what that distinction translates to linguistically changes depending on the
conversational frame.

I propose above that the narrative and opinion frames may correspond to
more private and more public discourse styles, respectively. If this were the case,
then it would seem that the Mainstream men are varying their presentations of
self on gay topics according to whether they are speaking in a more public or a
more private style. In order to try and understand how a more public, out-group
presentation of self might differ from a more private, in-group one, I turn to
qualitative evidence drawn from the Mainstream men’s own comments about
sexuality in Israel. Consider what Gilad, a 31-year-old Mainstream member
from Tel Aviv, said when I asked him about the status of gay men in Israeli
society:!?

We don’t have much to complain about. We've had big improvements in terms of
legal status and monetary things —rights for common-law couples and inheritances
and tax breaks. I mean all we really need to work on now is parity of rights to
marriage, not just as common-law spouses. That's it. But otherwise, I think being
gay in Israel is not only easy or accepted, it’s almost desired or admired. It gets seen
as something cool or hip. Everybody likes gays. Gays look good, gays are nice. And
the media started to show that gays are normal and mainstream, and that’s made it
easier for straight people to accept and understand them.

In this extract, Gilad expresses a belief that T heard from many of the men in the
Mainstream group, namely that being ‘gay’ represents belonging to a distinctive
social type. Being gay makes people act in a certain way (‘gays look good, gays
are nice’), and in ways that are seen as ‘hip’ or ‘cool.’” For Gilad, like for the
other Mainstream men, being gay in society means advocating for acceptance
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and equality, but still standing out as some different kind of social being and
taking pride in that difference. Based on comments like these, it seems to me
that the Mainstream men may wish to project the image of a ‘nice, good-looking
gay man’ in public. To the extent, then, that we accept that talk on opinions
may correspond to a more public style of discourse, I propose that the use of
(stereotypically feminine) higher mean pitches on gay topics in opinions may
be a way for the Mainstream men to project this desired image. In other words,
I argue that the fact that the Mainstream men’s comments about their public
presentations of sexuality seemingly correspond to the men’s linguistic practice
on opinions supports the notion that pitch variation on opinions could be a
means through which the Mainstream men linguistically portray an out-group
‘gay’ self.

This behavior for opinions contrasts with what the men are doing on
narratives, where talk on gay topics has significantly lower mean-pitch levels
than talk on non-gay topics. Continuing the argument from above, here I
would argue that the Mainstream men seem to be presenting a different
kind of gay self in the more private, in-group discourse style. Consider what
Ronen, a 46-year-old Mainstream member from Haifa, says about being gay in
Israel:!!

I think that we don’t accept ourselves enough, us —I mean as men who are attracted
to men. Like, I'm a man who looks straight, who acts straight, I don't act gay. I
mean, why? It's ingrained in us. It's ingrained in us from the days of the Palmach.
We're descendants of the Palmachniks. We need to be Palmachniks so we’'ll be
attractive.

Here, Ronen uses the image of the Palmachnik (Jewish paramilitary fighter) to
illustrate how Israeli norms of masculinity are reproduced among gay men. In
what Irvine and Gal (2000) would call a process of fractal recursivity, Ronen
claims that gay men are required to accommodate to these society-wide beliefs
about gender in order to be accepted by, and attractive to, other gay men. I would
argue that the recursivity that Ronen describes may also apply to language,
and that the fact that the Mainstream men use lower mean-pitch levels on
gay topics in narratives may be part of the way in which they constitute a
more normatively acceptable (and hence attractive) masculine persona in this
conversational frame.

Looking across frames, I propose that the Mainstream men use language
to help embody two different kinds of ‘gay’ personae, one in narratives and
one in opinions. I argue that the gay persona in opinions, with its higher
mean-pitch levels and thus stereotypically more ‘feminine’ speech style,
represents a more public, out-group presentation of self that corresponds to
(positive) Israeli stereotypes of gay men. In contrast, [ argue that the gay persona
in narratives, with its lower mean-pitch levels and thus stereotypically more
‘masculine’ speech style, represents a more private, in-group presentation of
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self that this time corresponds to dominant Israeli ideals of masculinity that are
reproduced among Israeli gay men. In short, then, I propose that variation with
respect to mean pitch among the Mainstream men is a product of both responsive
and initiative style shifting. It is responsive in the sense that the men seem to be
tailoring their presentations of self to the constraints and expectations of the two
conversational frames. And it is initiative in the sense that within these frames,
the men work to linguistically materialize the different kinds of ‘gay’ personae
that they wish to present.

Turning to the Community Center men, linguistically we see a three-way split
between all narratives and gay and non-gay opinions. In other words, while
the Community Center men show no significant differentiation between gay
and non-gay topics in narratives, they do show a differentiation in opinions,
thus once again providing evidence for an interaction between conversational
frame and speech topic. In keeping with my analysis thus far, the fact that the
Community Center men do not distinguish between gay and non-gay topics in
narratives would presumably be related to a lack of initiative style shifting on gay
topics in the narrative frame. Consider what Nadav, a 22-year-old Community
Center member from Jerusalem, said when I asked what being gay means
to him:

To me being gay means much more than what I do in bed. I think there's a big
trend right now in the community to restrict being gay to just what you do in bed,
and to say that it has no effect on the rest of your life. I think that there is nothing
meaningful in my life that doesn’t somehow touch on my being gay.

In Nadav’s comment, we see very clearly that for him his identification as gay is
inseparable from the other social and cultural identifications and practices that
make up his social subjectivity (‘I think there’s nothing meaningful in my life that
doesn’'t somehow touch on my being gay’). It seems plausible then to argue that
Community Center men are not interested in presenting a differentiated ‘gay’
self when speaking in a more private or personal discourse style. In other words,
the observed lack of style shifting on gay narratives may be related to a lack of
differentiation on the part of the Community Center men between the gay and
the non-gay aspects of who they are. In saying so, I do not mean to imply that
for Community Center men sexuality is irrelevant or non-existent, but rather
that sexuality may not be as neatly isolated and compartmentalized for them as
it appears to be for the Mainstream men, and thus that no linguistic distinctions
in terms of pitch are made in what I argue is this more private discourse
style.

The Community Center men’s comments on how they position gay identity
within Israeli society, however, tell a different story. Consider what Hanoch, a
36-year-old Community Center member from Jerusalem, had to say about the
position of gay men in Israel:

I think that both on a legal and a social level, I think that Israel has undergone a
revolution. But we have to be careful. Everything is not great. There are a lot of
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good things, and what's happened is important, but there’s still more to do. But the
processes have started, and things take time and we need to be patient. And we
need to be very careful about the ways we try to move these processes forward, and
the ways we get involved because we don’t want to drag our struggle into all sorts
of other political fights that don’t have anything to do with it, like ethnicity and
all those other things. Those other things just get in the way and make everything
harder.

Even though Nadav, above, said that his being gay touches on every aspect of
his life, Hanoch expresses the Community Center men'’s belief that publicly and
politically, gay identity is distinct and that it is important to keep it that way
(‘those other things just get in the way and make everything harder’). I believe
that Hanoch's response reveals a tension for these men between their own
personal understandings of their subjectivities, and the realities of positioning
a gay identity in Israeli society. Hanoch is in a way advocating a realpolitik,
whereby the social manifestation of gay identity (‘our struggle’) needs to respect
the rules of Israeli society (‘we need to be very careful ... [about] the ways we
get involved’).

And interestingly, Hanoch'’s reasoning arguably parallels what we see in
the Community Center men’s language. While, above, no distinction is made
between gay and non-gay topics in narratives, talk on opinions shows a higher
mean pitch for gay topics (4.39 st) than for non-gay topics (3.65 st). Isuggest that
this higher mean pitch indicates that their speech in what I have been arguing
is the more public opinion frame, complies with wider Israeli sociolinguistic
ideologies about sexuality (e.g. the ‘nice, good-looking’ gay man Gilad refers
to above). In other words, though sexuality may not be distinctive to them
personally, it certainly seems to be publicly, and the variation observed in terms
of the Community Center men’s mean-pitch level on gay topics in narratives
versus gay topics in opinions could perhaps be a way in which this epistemological
pattern is linguistically manifested.

Turning finally to the Radical men, yet another pattern with respect to mean
pitch emerges. We see in Table 5 above that there are no significant distinctions
between gay topics and non-gay topics in either narratives or opinions. In other
words, when we consider each of the two conversational frames on their own,
we have no evidence for initiative style shifting on gay topics (though analyses
do provide evidence for responsive shifting between narratives and opinions
overall, with an average mean pitch for narratives of 5.01 st and an average
mean pitch for opinions of 5.96 st). Above, I propose that the lack of initiative
shifting on gay narratives among the Community Center men may be related
to the men’s lack of a subjective distinction between their gay and other social
identifications. Might, then, the apparent lack of initiative shifting for the Radical
men in either narratives or opinions be related to a lack of differentiation on the
Radical men’s part between gay and other identifications both personally and
politically? Consider what Tzvi, a 22-year-old Radical member from Haifa, had
to say about sexual politics in Israel:
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My worldview is one where there is a collective viewpoint. Where the LGBT [Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual and Transgender]| struggle is seen as part of the general struggle about
the character of Israeli society itself; where it is connected to the other struggles —
against the Occupation, in support of rights for the Arab population, in support of
social justice in all of Israel. The issue of gay rights is not disconnected from the
issue of the rights of oppressed people in Israel in general, just like the issue of the
Occupation is not disconnected from the bigger issue of violence in Israeli society,
such as violence against women. I don’t think the LGBT issue just came out of thin
air, and we can’t approach it as if it did.

Tzvi's commentsreflect the overall position of the Radical men, who see the public
face of gay identity — the struggle for rights and recognition in Israeli society — as
intrinsically linked to all of the other social identities vying for attention in the
Israeli public sphere (‘the general struggle about the character of Israeli society
itself’). And though I do not reproduce them here, the Radical men also describe
their own personal understandings of sexuality in similar terms — as a part of
who they are that is inextricable from, and even mutually constitutive of, all the
rest. It therefore once again seems possible (and, again, to the extent to which we
accept my proposed correlation between narratives/opinions and private/public
discourse, respectively) to argue that the lack of linguistic differentiation between
gay and non-gay topics in both conversational frames could be related to the
Radical men'’s self-described lack of a subjective distinction between ‘gay’ and
other identifications, both personally and politically. In other words, the Radical
men may not be initiating a style shift on gay topics in either narratives or
opinions since they seemingly have no desire to present a differentiated ‘gay’
self in either what I argue is the more private or the more public discourse
style.

Having gone through the three activist groups, I reiterate my caveat from
above that the results as I have presented them abstract away from some of
the complexity and ‘messiness’ that exists on a more local or individually-based
level, perhaps making the analysis appear overly neat and clean-cut. As has
often been noted in the literature, this is a potential shortcoming of analyses
based on aggregated data, and one that I am aware of and currently addressing
in subsequent work. That being said, I nevertheless believe that examining
what I call this supra-local level, i.e. above the individual but below the level of
social classes and/or categories, can provide insight into how people assemble
themselves into ethnographically meaningful groups that are located within a
larger sociopolitical landscape.

For the men in my sample, I argue that this process of social differentiation is
produced and maintained, at least partially, through the linguistic resource of
mean pitch. The Mainstream men distinguish mean-pitch levels on gay topics
from non-gay topics in both narratives and opinions. I argue that this distinction
is related to the Mainstream men’s understanding of sexuality as separate from
their other social identifications, and that the directionality of these distinctions
(i.e. higher mean pitches for gay topics in opinions, lower mean pitches for
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gay topics in narratives) corresponds to the distinct kinds of gay personae
the Mainstream men wish to portray in the two conversational frames. The
Community Center men, on the other hand, only distinguish between gay and
non-gay topics in opinions. I propose that this is related to their belief that while
they personally do not view their sexuality as separate from the rest of who
they are, they see a certain political utility in singling it out. Finally, for the
Radical men, no significant difference between gay and non-gay topics in either
narratives or opinions is attested. I argue that this finding may indicate that the
Radical men do not differentiate their performances of a ‘gay’ versus a ‘non-gay’
self in either context. Looking at the three groups together, I believe that what
emerges is the idea of a link between the political platform of each group — how
they each conceptualize sexuality and Israeli society more generally — and the
ways in which group members use language to construct and portray sexual
subjectivities.

CONCLUSION

So how does all this relate to the question of what language style is and how
we can best examine it? Throughout the analyses above, I argue that Israeli
gay men use language style to negotiate between, on the one hand, their own
understandings of sexuality as either a separate or inter-connected part of who
they are, and, on the other hand, the constraints placed on them by a particular
speech context and the kind of sexual persona that they can or want to portray
in that context. I ground this analysis in a model of language style that situates
an examination of topic variation, which I take to be indicative of initiative
shifting, within an examination of frame variation, which I take to be indicative
of responsive shifting. I propose, in other words, that significant variation across
gay and non-gay topics may be evidence of the men'’s desire to initiatively portray
distinct ‘gay’ and ‘non-gay’ selves, and that the differences observed between how
the men do so in narratives versus opinions is linked to a responsive adaptation
on the men’s part to the differing constraints and expectations of these two
frames.

I believe that this kind of interaction-driven analysis has two advantages.
First, it allows us to develop a more comprehensive picture of how stylistic
variation may be used not only across, but also within categories of speakers.
Second, I argue that it may also allow us to more reliably pinpoint the particular
linguistic variables of interest, e.g. mean pitch versus pitch range or pitch slope,
as well as provide us with a new kind of empirical evidence about the meaning
of stylistic variation. While, for example, an analysis of variation between gay
and non-gay topics alone would be unable to assess whether significantly higher
mean-pitch levels on gay topics are related either to speakers’ desires to portray
a gay identity or to something like a higher level of emotional involvement on
gay topics, I argue that the added complexity of examining the interactions
between speech topic and conversational frame permits us to make more reliable

© The author 2009
Journal compilation © Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2009



DIMENSIONS OF STYLE 53

interpretive claims that are grounded in a comparison of speakers’ behavior
on particular topics in different contexts (e.g. the reversal observed between
Mainstream men’s mean-pitch levels on gay narratives versus gay opinions). So,
finally, in response to the question ‘what is style?’ Is it responsive or initiative,
attention paid to speech or speaker design? My answer is that, at least for
the men I consider, it appears that it can be both at the same time. I would
therefore argue that if our goal is to understand how people use style socially,
we would benefit from placing an examination of the interaction of context
and individual, structural constraint and speaker agency at the center of our
work.

NOTES

1. Special thanks to the following for their insight and support: Renée Blake, Rudi
Gaudio, Don Kulick, Gregory Guy, John Singler, Jenny Cheshire, Penny Eckert,
Devyani Sharma and the members of the seminar on style at New York University
in the fall of 2007.1 also thank the audience at the annual meeting of the Linguistics
Society of America in Chicago, Illinois in January 2008, as well as Allan Bell, Dave
Britain and two anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments on an earlier
version of this article. I gratefully acknowledge the support this project received
from the Social Sciences Research Council, with funds provided by the Andrew W.
Mellon Foundation, and the Torch Fellowship Program at New York University.
All errors and shortcomings are, of course, my own.

2. T am glossing over some of the issues of performative felicity (Austin 1962;
Butler 1990; Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985), such as social authorization to
(effectively) use certain linguistic variants and other constraints on the successful
use of performative language. While important, these issues are secondary to the
description I give here.

3. In the interest of space, I do not provide a lengthy description of my use and
understanding of the concepts sexuality or sexual subjectivity. In the broadest of
terms, I follow the work of Billig (1999), Boellstorff (2005) and Cameron and
Kulick (2003), among others, in distinguishing between reified categories of sexual
selfhood (i.e. identities) and individuals’ own understandings and experiences of
sexuality (i.e. subjectivities). As will hopefully become clear, my analysis in large
part focuses on the relationship between identities and subjectivities, and the ways
in which individuals choose to inhabit (or not) categories like ‘lesbian’ or ‘gay’
based on their own subjective understandings of self (see also Bucholtz and Hall
2004; Eckert 2002).

4. The selection of Hebrew as the language of Israel (and the concomitant suppression
of other competing languages) was also involved in this process. See Spolsky and
Shohamy (1999) and references cited there.

5. Katriel (1986) also makes passing reference to prosody, referring to an ‘emotional’
or ‘emphatic’ tone of voice (or lack thereof).

6. All pitch measurements are done using the logarithmic semitone (st) scale rather
than the linear Hertz (Hz) scale, so as to more closely approximate the way
in which the human ear perceives pitch (Henton 1989). Recent research has
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also shown semitones to be a more reliable measurement of human speaking
pitch than other logarithmic and psycho-acoustic scales, such as mels or ERBs
(Daly and Warren 2001; Nolan 2003). Semitone measurements for mean and
median pitch are calculated in reference to 100 Hz. Pitch slope is measured as
st/second.

7. Note that in addition to political cluster, the subject population (both here and in
the larger project from which these data are drawn) is also systematically varied in
terms of age (21-60 years), ethnicity (Ashkenazi, Sephardi) and region (Tel Aviv,
Haifa, Jerusalem) in an effort to achieve as balanced and representative a sample as
possible. Prior analyses demonstrate that of these social parameters, only political
cluster has a significant effect on pitch variation. I therefore do not discuss other
parameters here, and refer the reader to Levon (2008).

8. A reviewer notes that I should also point out that all of my informants were
‘out,’” self-identified gay men who were actively involved in Israeli gay and lesbian
politics/activism. Moreover, they were all aware that I am an Israeli-American gay
man, and all communication between my informants and me (both spoken and
written) was conducted in Hebrew.

9. There are of course numerous qualitative ways in which these two options may
be evaluated, including by examining various contextualization cues (e.g. Labov
1972) orby seeking direct meta-linguistic commentary from speakers (e.g. Gumperz
1992). While these various methods have met with mixed success, my point is that
there is no principled quantitative way of conclusively selecting one interpretation
over the other.

10. All subject names are pseudonyms. All excerpts are translated into English from
the original Hebrew by the author. Translations strive to maintain the original
character of the Hebrew speech. As such, Hebrew idioms and slang expressions are
replaced by English equivalents, unless otherwise noted.

11. Note that even though I am discussing the men’s linguistic behavior in narratives,
this extract (and all others) is drawn from the opinion portion of the interview.
In other words, I am not citing this extract as an example of narrative speech,
but rather as a source of qualitative evidence as to the ways in which my
informants perceive of the public versus the private aspects of gay subjectivity in
Israel.
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