From Scott Kiesling, ‘Dude,’ for American Speech


Dudes were originally old rags, and a dudesman a scarecrow. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, "dude became synonymous with dandy a term used to designate a sharp dresser in the western territories [of the United States]" (321).
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igure 2: Use of dude by gender of speaker and addressee. All interactions are between
people under 30 years old.



There was for a time a female version of the word, but it fell out of use. According to Hill, the use of dude as an address term developed in the 1930s and 1940s from groups of men, "Urban Mexican-American pachuchos and African-American zoot-suiters" (323), known for their clothes consciousness. These groups began to use it as an in-group term, and it soon was used as a general form of address among men. It seems that dude followed a well-worn linguistic path from stigmatized groups such as urban African-Americans and Mexicans to whites through African American music culture (much as cool and groovy did). Finally, in the 1980s, "[y]oung people began to use dude as an exclamation of delight and/or affection." (Hill 1994:325) Hill predicts that dude may follow fuck and its derivatives as being able to function in any grammatical slot (or as a single-word utterance that can mean anything in the right context).
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Figure 4. Dude reported use by gender of speaker, addressee (speaker-addressee in the
legend), and relationship.



[image: image3.png]Discourse structure marking: An individual use of dude may indicate some
discourse structure, as described below, although a the cool solidary stance is
simultaneously indexed when dude is used in this way.

Exclamation. Dude may be used on its own as an exclamation, to express both
positive and negative reactions (commonly with another exclamative, especially
whoa).

Confrontational stance attenuator. Dude is often used when the speaker is taking a
confrontational or "one-up" stance to the addressee. Through its indexing of
solidarity, dude can attenuate or ameliorate the confrontation. signaling that the
competitive or hierarchical aspect of the utterance is not serious. In the DC, there
were many instances of this kind of use, especially in woman-woman situations. This
use is as a positive politeness strategy in situations of negative face threat, in the
terms of Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory.

Affiliation and connection. When dude is used as a true address term (i.e., it

identifies the addressee), it is used to indicate a stance of affiliation or connection, but
with cool solidarity as well.



[image: image4.png]Agreement. Dude is commonly used when a stance of agreement is taken (either
sympathizing with something addressee said, or agreeing with the content f the
utterance). As with the affiliation and connection function, when sympathy or

agreement is expressed and dude is used, this sympathetic stance retains a measure of
cool.




