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As this letter is but ajar of the tongue, . . .
it is the most imperfect

of all the consonants.
(John Walker, Principles of English Pronunciation, 1791)

Anyone who begins to study language in its social context immediately

encounters the classicmethodological problem: the meansused to gather the
data interfere with the data to be gathered. The primary meansof obtaining

a large body of reliable data on the speechof one person is the individual
tape-recorded interview. Interview speech is formal speech—not by any
absolute measure, but by comparison with the vernacular of everyday life.
On the whole, the interview is public speech—monitored and controlled in

response to the presence of an outside observer. But even within that
de■nition, the investigator may wonder if the responsesin a tape-recorded
interview are not a specialproduct of the interaction betweenthe interviewer
and the subject. One way of controlling for this is to study the subject in his

own natural social context —interacting with his family or peer group
(Labov, Cohen, Robins, and Lewis 1968). Another way is to observe the
public use of language in everyday life apart from any interview 51tuat10n.—
to see how people use language in context when there is no exphcrt
observation. This chapter is an account of the systematic use of rapid and

anonymous observations in a study of the sociolinguistic structure of the
speechcommunity.1

This chapter deals primarily with the sociolinguistic study of New York
City. The main base for that study (Labov 1966)was a secondary random
sample of the Lower East Side. But before the systematic study was carried

out, there was an extensive series of preliminary investigations. These
,
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included 70 individual interviews and a great many anonymous observations
in public places.These preliminary studies led to the de■nition of the major
phonological variables which were to be studied, including (r): the presence
or absence of consonantal [r] in postvocalic position in car, card, four,
fourth, etc. This particular variable appeared to be extraordinarily sensitive
to any measure of social or stylistic strati■cation. On the basis of the
exploratory interviews, it seemedpossible to carry out an empirical test of
two general notions: ■rst, that the linguistic variable (r) is a social
di■‘erentiator in all levels of New York City speech, and second, that
rapid and anonymous speech events could be used as the basis for a
systematicstudy of language.The study of (r) in New York City department
storeswhich I will report here was conducted in November 1962as a test of
these ideas.

We can hardly consider the social distribution of language in New York
City without encountering the pattern of social strati■cation which pervades
the life of the city. This concept is analyzed in somedetail in the major study
of the Lower East Side; here we may brie■y consider the de■nition given by
Bernard Barber: social strati■cation is the product of social differentiation
and social evaluation (1957: 1—3).The use of this term does not imply any
speci■ctype of classor caste,but simply that the normal workings of society
have produced systematic di■‘erencesbetweencertain institutions or people,
and that thesedi■‘erentiatedforms have beenranked in status or prestige by
general agreement.

_,_Webegin with the generalhypothesis suggestedby exploratory interviews:
if any two subgroupsof New York City speakersare ranked in a scaleof social
strati■cation, then they will be ranked in the same order by their di■erential
useof (r).

It would be easy to test this hypothesis by comparing occupational
groups, which are among the most important indexesof social strati■cation.
We could, for example, take a group of lawyers, a group of ■leclerks, and a
group of janitors. But this would hardly go beyond the indications of the
exploratory interviews, and such an extreme example of differentiation
would not provide a very exacting test of the hypothesis. It should be
possible to show that the hypothesis is so general, and the differential useof
(r) pervadesNew York City so thoroughly, that ■nesocial differenceswill be
re■ectedin the index as well as gross ones.

It therefore seemed best to construct a very severe test by ■nding a
subtle case of strati■cation within a single occupational group: in this
case, the sales people of large department stores in Manhattan. If we
selectthree large department stores, from the top, middle, and bottom of
the price and fashion scale, we can expect that the customers will be
socially strati■ed. Would we expect the sales people to show a
comparable strati■cation? Such a position would depend upon two
correlations: between the status ranking of the stores and the ranking of



170 Social Stratification of (r) in New York Department Stores

parallel jobs in the three stores; and between the jobs and the behavior of
the persons who hold those jobs. These are not unreasonable assump-
tions. C. Wright Mills points out that salesgirls in large department stores
tend to borrow prestige from their customers, or at least make an effort
in that direction.2 It appears that a person’s own occupation is more
closely correlated with his linguistic behavior —for those working
actively —than any other single social characteristic. The evidence
presented here indicates that the stores are objectively differentiated in
a nxed order, and that jobs in these stores are evaluated by employees
in that order. Since the product of social differentiation and evaluation, no
matter how minor, is social stratincation of the employees in the three
stores, the hypothesis will predict the following result: salespeople in
the highest-ranked store will have the highest values of (r); those in the
middle-ranked store will have intermediate values of (r); and those in
the lowest-ranked store will show the lowest values. If this result holds
true, the hypothesis will have received connrmation in proportion to the
severity of the test.

The three stores which were selected are Saks Fifth Avenue, Macy’s, and
S. Klein. The differential ranking of thesestores may be illustrated in many
ways. Their locations are one important point:

Highest-ranking: Saks Fifth Avenue
at 50th St and 5th Ave., near the center of the high fashion shopping
district, along with other high-prestige stores suchas Bonwit Teller, Henri
Bendel, Lord and Taylor

Middle-ranking: Macy’s
Herald Square, 34th St and Sixth Ave., near the garment district, along
with Gimbels and Saks-34th St, other middle-range stores in price and
prestige.

Lowest-ranking: S. Klein
Union Square, 14th St and Broadway, not far from the Lower East Side.

The advertising and price policies of the stores are very clearly stratined.
Perhaps no other element of class behavior is so sharply differentiated in
New York City as that of the newspaper which people read; many surveys
have shown that the Daily News is the paper read nrst and foremost by
working—classpeople, while the New York Times draws its readership from
the middle-class.3These two newspaperswere examined for the advertising
copy in October 24—27,1962:Saks and Macy’s advertised in the New York
Times, where Kleins was representedonly by a very small item; in the News,
however, Saks does not appear at all, while both Macy’s and Kleins are
heavy advertisers.
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No. of pagesof advertising October 24—27,1962

NY Times Daily News

Saks 2 0
Macy’s 2 15
S. Klein 1/4 10

We may also consider the prices of the goods advertised during those four
days. SinceSaksusually doesnot list prices, we can only compare prices for
all three stores on one item: women’s coats. Saks: $90, Macy’s: $79.95,
Kleins: $23. On four items, we can compare Kleins and Macy’s:

Macy 's S. Klein

dresses $14.95 $5.00
girls’ coats $16.99 $12.00
stockings $0.89 $0.45
men’s suits $49.95—$64.95 $26.00—$66.00

The emphasison prices is also different. Sakseither doesnot mention prices,
or buries the ngure in small type at the foot of the page. Macy’s features the
prices in large type, but often adds the slogan, ‘You get more than low
prices.’ Kleins, on the other hand, is often content to let the prices speak for
themselves. The form of the prices is also different: Saks gives prices in
round ngures, such as $120; Macy’s always showsa few cents off the dollar:
$49.95; Kleins usually prices its goods in round numbers, and adds the retail
price which is always much higher, and shown in Macy’s style: ‘$23.00,
marked down from $49.95.’

The physical plant of the stores also servesto differentiate them. Saks is
the most spacious, especially on the upper noors, with the least amount of
goods displayed. Many of the noors are carpeted, and on some of them, a
receptionist is stationed to greet the customers. Kleins, at the other extreme,
is a maze of annexes, sloping concrete noors, low ceilings; it has the
maximum amount of goods displayed at the least possible expense.

The principal stratifying effect upon the employeesis the prestige of the
store, and the working conditions. Wages do not stratify the employees in
the sameorder. On the contrary, there is every indication that high-prestige
stores such as Saks pay lower wages than Macy’s.

Saks is a non-union store, and the general wage structure is not a matter
of public record. However, conversations with a number of men and women
who have worked in New York department stores, including Saks and










