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As this letter is but a jar 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 classic methodological problem: the means used to gather the
data interfere with the data to be gathered. The primary means of obtaining
a large body of reliable data on the speech of 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
definition, the investigator may wonder if the responses in a tape-recorded
interview are not a special product of the interaction between the 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 ot?serv_e the
public use of language in everyday life apart from any interview sﬁuatxop -
to see how people use language in context when there is no explicit
observation. This chapter is an account of the systematic use of rapid and
anonymous observations in a study of the sociolinguistic structure of the
speech community.'

This chapter deals primarily with the sociolinguistic study of New York
City. The main base for that study (Labov 1966) was a secondary randqm
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 definition 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,
JSourth, etc. This particular variable appeared to be extraordinarily sensitive
to any measure of social or stylistic stratification. On the basis of the
exploratory interviews, it seemed possible to carry out an empirical test of
two general notions: first, that the linguistic variable (r) is a social
differentiator in all levels of New York City speech, and second, that
rapid and anonymous speech events could be used as the basis for a
systematic study of language. The study of (r) in New York City department
stores which I will report here was conducted in November 1962 as a test of
these ideas.

We can hardly consider the social distribution of language in New York
City without encountering the pattern of social stratification which pervades
the life of the city. This concept is analyzed in some detail in the major study
of the Lower East Side; here we may briefly consider the definition given by
Bernard Barber: social stratification is the product of social differentiation
and social evaluation (1957: 1-3). The use of this term does not imply any
specific type of class or caste, but simply that the normal workings of society
have produced systematic differences between certain institutions or people,
and that these differentiated forms have been ranked in status or prestige by
general agreement.

We begin with the general hypothesis suggested by exploratory interviews:
if any two subgroups of New York City speakers are ranked in a scale of social
stratification, then they will be ranked in the same order by their differential
use of (r).

It would be easy to test this hypothesis by comparing occupational
groups, which are among the most important indexes of social stratification.
We could, for example, take a group of lawyers, a group of file clerks, 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 use of
(r) pervades New York City so thoroughly, that fine social differences will be
reflected in the index as well as gross ones.

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


















