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RESEARCH ON ENGLISH FHONOLOGY 1IN NEW YORK CI7Y IS
DESCRIBED., CURRENT LINGUISTIC THEORY IS CONSIDERED UNABLE TO
ACCOUNT FOR MASSIVE "FREE VARIATICN® I3 THE F#HONOLOGY OF THE
SFEECH OF THAT AREA. ISOLATED WERE FHONOLOGICAL VARIABLES
WHICH ARE ASSOCIATED WITH SOCIAL, STYLISTIC, ETH~IC, ANS
INDIVIDUAL FACTORS IN NEW YORK CITY. QUANTITATIVE INDEXES
VERE CONSTRUCTED AND INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES DEVISED 70

" ISOLATE COMTEXTUAL STYLES. THE FINDINGS SHOW THAT THE SPEECH

OF KEW YORKERS IS HIGHLY CETERMINED By CONTEXT AND
SOCIOECONOMIC CLASS. THE RESEARCH FERMITYEC ESTABLISHMENT OF

- A STRUCTURAL. UNIT, THE LINGUISTIC VARIABLE, WHIZH IS A CLASS

OF VARIANTS SUCH AS MORFHS OR FHONES; “HICH IS ORCERED ALONG
A CONTINUOUS DIMENSION, AND WHOSE FOSITION IS DETERMINED BY
AN INDEFENDENT LINGUISTIC OR EXTRALINGUISTIC VARIABLE. THE
THEORETICAL CONSEQUENCE OF INTRODUCING THIS CONSTRUCT IS THE
ENLARGEMENT OF LINGUISTIC THEORY. THE AUTHOR SUGGESTS THE
ACCITION OF THE LINGUISTIC VARIABLE TO THE REFERTORY OF
STRUCTURAL LINGUISTICS TO PESCRIBE REGULARITIES IN LINGUISTIC
BEHAVIOR WHICH WOULD OTHERWISE REMAIN INACCESSIBLE. THIS
ARTICLE 1S FUBLISHED IN THE "WASHINGTON LINGUISTICS REVIEw.
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: 1, 1Intrcduction: c¢he implication of sociclinguistic research for linguistic
' theory

v
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Foxr wmsch the greater part of the twentieth cen'ury, generdl 1linguistics
has keen concerned with a very general type cf langy ge, independent of the

particular speaker, the iistener, or the speech community in which language

. . —re

occurs. Considerable progress has been made by adhering to this abstract con-
ception of language~-in phonemics and morphology, and aow more receptly in syn- <
tax. Yet in the last few years, there has been a growing interest in the study

¥ of language in the context of the speccin community, Some conceive of this

] study as 'sociolinguistics®, and envisage a new subdiscipline of linguistics,
3 with its own subject matter and its qwn problems. Indeed, there are important
,}; - problems of language pianning and multilingual conflict which require such an

approach. However, there is a completzly different approach to sociolinguistic
research, in which these studies are considered as an essential part of general
A linguistics. This is the point of view that will be presciitiec ian titis discuse

- sion. There is good reason to believe that many problems of general linguistic
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theory that have been argued to & standstill for decades, can be solved by ex-

tending the range of data to be considered. In this report, I would like to \

<2 -

show how critical problems of cross-structural variation can be reanalyzed
and solved by the introduction of quantitative data from empirical research in
; the speech community.
It is the introduction of this data, and the new regularities that appeaz
“within it, which has'étrained our general linguistic theory beyond its limit.
Froblems which have long been recognized in the margins and interstices ofq
linguistic theory are suddenly thrown into high relief. The fact thac /ruwt/
Y and /rut/ are the same words, and yct somehow different words; the massive ine
tersection of schwa with all other English vowels; the overwhelming problem of '

i gy

accounting for grahﬁal change from one categorical structure to another-=-these
problems all depend upon regular elternations which have no place in our gen=-
(3 eral linguistic theory, and nh@ir importance is suddenly magnified by the meny
. few and unaccounteble regularities thatere found in sociolinguistic research.
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2. The immediate problem:.mzssive eree variatién" in New York.City phonology

~

The Eheoretical problem which will be confronted here stems from a very
s of the New York City spaech

particular problem exemplified in the many studie
1 These earlier studies provide-keeh observation of phonetic detail,

commmani Ly,
but they are weskest

and ﬁﬁoughtful analyses of the phonemic system as well,

in treating the widespread veriation whick is characteristic of New York City.

we read that New Yorkers show tfrae variation''==in
swel of bad, ask, dance, etc.,

others. For example,

Allen Hubbell says this about the use ¢’ [r/ in New York Ci:y:2 .
: 5

For one item after another,
the use of firal and preconsonantal /r/, in the v

in the glide of the vowel in sail, daily, etc., and many

The pronunciation of a very targe number of New Yorkers ex-
hibits a pattern in these words that might most. accurately
be described as the complete absence of any pattern. . Such
speakers sometimes pronounce /r/ before a consonant or &
pause and somecimes omit it, in a thorcughly haphazard

fashion.

Is it possible that such a large part of the speech system of New Yorkers

is the product of chance factors? The idea goes against the grain of our con-

¢
cepiion of language as the most highly structured type of human behavior. Free

variation certainly exists, in the sense of irreducible fluctuations in the

sounds ©i @& iarguage wichout any one signilicaut conditioning, Laciure. put

1Yakira A. Frank, "The Speech of New York Ccity", University of Michigan
dissertation, 1948; Allan F. Hubbell, The Pronunciation of English in New York
City (New York: Ring's Crown Press, 1950); Hans Kurath and R.I. MeDavid, Jr.,
The Pronunciation of English in the Atlantic States (Ann Arbor: Unjiversity of

Michigan Press, 1961); Arthur J. Bromstein, let's Take Another look at New
York City Speech', American $seech 37:13-26, 1962. .

?gg. cit., p. 43.

3u,, in 2 very wide range of fields, including social, economic, medical,

and scientific statistics...there is a characteristic irregular fluctuation or

varistion in the behavior of individual objects, events, and phenomena, the
derails of which are not predictable within the contex
David Bohm, Causality and Chance in Modern Physics (New York: Karper, 1961),
p. 22, Bohm distinguishes chance contingencies of this sort from gignificant

* cayses whick can be isolated by empirical study:
regularity of natural processes, but differ in the number and relative promi~

2
nencz of the.causes involved,
of "free variation” in lingulstics is to assume the absence of significant

causes or conditions without empirical investigaction.
5

N .. - L T ey . g " rose e, T PR - ,' h ‘_. : " i .t- ": - ‘," -
%Eﬁﬁg:gzz2ﬁggaﬁ:ussﬂsm=:zsﬁaE%ﬁ53m:Eﬂ5&5:;zzz9ezﬁzzﬁazs=umaﬁég&:gaﬁ&ﬁﬁ22§22:;;§;4;.

t under discussion.”
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The characteristic step in the misapplication
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sefliations of entire phcnemic

this ia;quite?g}diﬁgereng-ﬁaﬁt@:: _it.concefns, o
. ¢ategoriesy ~the«5e;;qﬁ;igg}iﬁing;phonemes:appeats aad disappeafs as a whole;

" large woxé classes shift phonemic membeztship; cne word class show3 2 continuous
[ transition - across -three phonemic bpundaries.

gtated in this way: what are the_factoréibhiéh<gove£n the cccurreace of /x/
jsolated such factors, we

" The problem, then, might be

and other variables in New York City? aund having
how can rhese new structural elements be

“must ask: integrated into the phone-

mic system of the speech community?

of linguistic performance -

e vy

. 3 ,.3.' Methods for the quantitative study

vior in New York City 1is the

(4
1SS
Y

One reason for the complexity of speech beha

fact that variation takes place on many dimensions: social, stylistic, ethnic

and individual factors are commingled in the final rasult. A number of new

methods were reguired to analyze and measure this variation. These heave been

N ~ deseribed in detail elsewhere;é here the sueps may be suumasrized in eaough de-

tail to show how the linguistic regularities to be discussed were actually

derived, and what new conceptual approaches were reyuired.

4 i
N a. The first step in this procedure, carried out in exploratory inter-

+he chief variables rhat carry social significance.
Phonologiczl varisbles are preferred, because of their high frequency, their
their codability, and wide distribution through- |
istence

i

iz the icclarion o

{pmunity co total suppressionm,
Seventy exploratory interviews suggested the ex

out this population.
“stylistic and linguistic patterns for many of

] of corrslations between social,

(YRR Y

LWThe Social Stratificscion of English in New York Cicy", (SSEN), Co lumbia
University dissertation, 1954; 'Phonological Correlates of Social Stratifica-
tion" in John J. Gumperz and Dell Hymes feds.) The Ethnegraphy of Communication e
(to 2ppear); "Subjeccive pimensions of a Linguistic Chauge in Progress’, paper N

2 . delivered before linguistic jociety of America, Chicago, December 1962; '"The '
4 . Reflectior of Social Processes in Linguistic Structures”, paper delivered be-~
7§ : fore Eastern Sociological Society, Boston, April 1964, to appear in Joshua

Pishman ‘fed.); A Reader in Seciolinguistics; "Hypercorrection by the lower i

Middle Class as & Factor in Limguistic Evoiution, in U.G.L.A, Symposiur on .

. soclolinguistics, Los Angeles, May 1964. Isolation of the phorological veria- ’
T bles was first discussed in “rhe Social Motivation of a Sound Change", - Word

19:275-309, 1963. -
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7 ine “items that had beeit tagged as examples of "free variaticn" by earlier

‘\fﬁp;kersg_ F;yé‘ﬁain phpgpgog;qglJvariables were es;ablisheq,.and a 1a:ggr\§um~
how significant

-ber gf.phonqlogicgl and'g:gmmgtigai vaxiables which seemed to 8
five main variables are:®  (r), the

(gh), the height of the vawel’ in

.
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. ogeurrence of final and preconsonantal If/;
(oh), the height of the vowel in Paul, office,

P
LN

bad, ask, dance; laugh, etc.;
(th), the use of fricative, affricate or stop &S the first con~-

and {dk), the corresponding voiced varigble

talk, etc.;
sonant of thing, thought, etc.;

U
LA PR AT

~ia this, then, etc. ,
- /

p is the construction of quantitative indexes for the

AN

<
¥y
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b. The second ste
ement of the variables, taking into account every occurrence of

exact measur
the variable in the word class defined. The snalyst codes each phone on a
in the case of (r) to five

2RIt e ¢ 2
el

simple~numeticai,scale) ranging from two categories
. categories in the case of (eh) and (ch). A numerical average of these ratings f
is the basis for the index; the range cof variants and the distribution from . é

the median variant is considered later in various measures of linguistic sta=

bility and deviation.

¢. The third step is the selec%ion of a2 sample, This sample must repre-
so that one can estimate the relative success
and at some later

sent a well~defined population,
in studying this pecpulation, estimate the sources of error,

time restudy the population to determine what dhéhges have taken place. In 2
s tract alone is a difficult task; the

. . . : ST,
MY WU RO T T IR T TY AR TR . : ) Lo
1 PRI T TNV I A YT M T f”’"m;“"m""mw'ﬁm%i PRI
AL SRR (R
- . " '

large eity, the enumeration of 2 censu
most efficient way to approach this problem is to grafit the linguistic study

on to an earlier socinlogical study, and conduct a secondary survey of a pore
; eion of the earlier sample. This allows the maximum concentration on linguis~
tic problems, with the greatest gain in reliability.

The main base for the descriptionof the sociolinguistic study of New York
City Engiish was a survey ol the Lower Dast Side, using as'a bage .thée -sample
T dreawn by the Mobilization for Youth analysts in 1961. Tais ,ﬁeleéﬁibh"ﬁas. a
stratified random gsample, from which we gelected in turn the adult native

AR an RCIOUE W ANV A S LS L L AL

A b ao M b

L b?;g the notation to be used throughout this paper, yarehtheses'symbéltze
R  Jingutstic vayiables: thus 1/ is the phionémic category; (x} 1s the linguistic
‘. . yarisble, (r~l) is a perticular value or variant of the variable, and (r)-35
ie jin dverage index secore for the varisble.

7
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speskers -of . English who had trot.ihoved within the previcus tvo yesrs; with rep~
recentation from all of the important ethmic groups, Jdge levels and soclo=
econonmic classes. A-target semple of 195 adults was conistructed for the lin~.

guistic survey; and .ovey & four month peried in 1963, a total of 157 were in~- .

:etviewud-over 80 per.cent-~along with 5% children of these infoxmants.
Mr. Michael Ka¢ of Havarford College joined me in this field work.

é. One of the wmosk arizicel Steps in this series of techniques is the
isolation of contextual styles, One of the basic coucerns in the construetion
of an interview form was an escape from the dilexma of formal context vs. rep-
ressntative sampling. Only through 2 saries of formal interviews in the hime
can we hope to acquire comparahle samples of behavior of a reprnegntazive
cross~section of the population. But we want to obtain not just one style of
speech--the whole range of stylistic conditicntog is our object. And in the
context of the formal interview, informants will we a style which i= apprepri-
ately careful. On the face of the matter, it may sppear that the subject is
casual and relaxed; but we must assume that he has snother stvle, a more casu&l
form of speech, which he uses with his family snd intimste {riemds. This
assumption was fully justified in the iight of our final resulis.

In the approach used here, the range ¢f contextual styles is cenceived as
2 continuum: by various devices, we elicit coatrolled samples of styles along
this continuun, samples which are ordered by successively greater degrees of
attention given to the speech process (that is, more audio-monitoring). In the
most informal style, casual speech /Style A), the minimum attention is focused
on spcech. The range of succegsively more formal styles includes: Style B,
careful speech, the main bulk of the interview; Style C, reaeding stvle; Style
D, the pronunciatior of isolated words; and Style D!, the pronunciation of
minimal pairs distinguished only bg.the:variable in question.

The. first twwo thirds of the interview is designed about the problem of
eliciting casual speech. Two topics are embedded in the interview which allow

the subject to disregard the constraints of the formai situation. One of these

is a discussxan of cbildhood rhymes, and the code of oral Iegislation used by
preadolesccnt children. Here the uze of careful speech style is inappropriate,
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Labov .

LA

751u soﬁe cases actuaily 1mposs£ble.6 The gecond topic is introduced by a ques=

rion. about aituations in which the informant was in setious danger of being
kilieu. _4s he recounts such an- incidents ‘his reinvolvement in the situation
dis»racts his attention from the inte*view sizuation,tud.we obtain spontaneous
ggpgch,;wi@h.xhg same phonological characteristice as casual speech, breaking
through the formal consﬁraiﬁts of the situation.

Three other contextyal situations may be defined in which the constraints
of Lhe formal interview normally do not apply: speech outside the interview
proper, g&peech to a third person, and long digreesions noi in respomse to 2
direct question. In five contexts, therefore, we find that casual speech msy
occur. The actual occurrence of casual speech is defined by accompanying
channel cues 1ndependent of the p@onological variables: changes in tempo,
pitch, volume; laughter; or heavy breathing. If in one of the five contextual
situations designated, at least one of the five channel cues iz reccrded, the

utterance is marked as cesual speech, and the values of the phonclogical vari-

‘ables are used for the average index scores for casual speech.
¢

4. The pattern of stylistic wvariation

To illustrate the way in which phoaological'behaviar is correlated with
thié range of contextual styles, we may take the example of one informant,
Susan Salto, 37 years old, a third generatior New Yorker of Italian backgrouna,
who works as a sempstress and a beautician. .

In the greatest part of the intervie&, registereéas<careful gspeech, Stvie

B, this informant used constricted /r/ in 26 per cent of the cases where the
variable (r) was abserved.7 In this case, the index is this percentage:

(rééiﬁ.g Tn the sections marhed casual speech, Style A, she showed (r)-02.

6Fnr example, in "I won't go to Macy's any more, more, more/ There'sa

big fat policeman at the door, door, door/" it is almost impossible to repeat
~ these lines using the /r/-pronouncing style of careful speech with low (oh)
’T vowels

PR SR 2T AN

. 7The variable (r) includes all instances where orthographic or historical'
X _occursg . in. fingl.. and .pr consonantal position., except after mid central
:3:,,,vowels as in her, were, work ‘?hese latter word classes are studied separately
.. ag diffetedt vétiables,

| s 8%hé notacion (£)=26 means tﬁaﬁ in 26 per cent of the cccurrences of the
~,'qagﬁab;¢.gr§, B plainly constricted . [r] was recorded. ALl transcriptions are
.made from chefﬁﬁpe recordings of the interviews.
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In.tng more. formalrdatecuion, Styleﬁc, she—jamped to: (r)-58° in Style U,
(r)-ﬁl ~ znd; for Style £', vhere. (z) was the .chief focus, (r)-lou. . Ion this
& fznal euyle,&fos example, she consistently diacinguisbed f£od" from.ggg£, by “the 3.
Q‘Sg‘ use.of . constricted [x/ in.guard.. )
) At the same time, Susan Salto showed equally regu
wik other. four phonologicai-variabies; In ‘casual speech, gshe showed (eh}=-20, a

SE _pronunciation in- which the vaowei-

- ..;»,

"
A

N

-

e
SN

4 ,“('{ 4

lar progressions in the

of bad was the same as that of bared. iIn

. careful speech, she used more and more open vowels, with (eh)=28; in reading
3 g ;;yle, (eh)=-36; in word lists, (eh)~40. Ie this most formal style, she con~/ 5%
; e

: 2 sistently pronounced bad, ask, dance, half, cash, etec. with +he same low vowel £
.{ . ’Sl
3 as with bat. o
0 g 0 ‘z

the behavior of Susan Salto can be

il sl a ol o i e deti

In general linguistic germinology,

. 8
= ! described as an alternation between Lwo phonemic categories: £l~
3 1
ok Jef o~ 18] '”/\
R ‘ . S /o
’ Jehf ~ [eh/ . -
- ; But to represent the regulariczas which we actually observed, we would have to %
3 . LA
indicate somehow the regular transition between these careggries, perhaps with gc’
7 ] a symbol such as this: i
* 19/ fek/ o bl -
4 \ { ‘
LY _ [=h/ 4
& 4 i
; 3 However, the arrows shouwn here have noplace in the alphabet of structural ‘
3
[
° 3 terminology. Various devices have heen used in the past to handle the problem -
g of cross-structural variation. We might, for example, speak of coexiscent :

But the structural 1nveriant here is not only the two end-

|
|
phoremic systems. ;
We can speak cf dia- i‘

o points: it is also the regular transibion between them,
but it can be shown that Susan Salto is not

lect mixtures in varying amounts:
Bortowing from any one else's dialec¢t. -This transitlon is itself a character-

.. . -i8tic of hexr own dialect, If we snould adopt the method of autqprescriptive
"h M;;;g s engrently used with good results in generatxve grammar for working with

-and -ask Susan Salto to re~edit the text, theén the categories /@/ !

togeﬁher with»the transiticns. ﬁe would ' 1—

»

SRS I &t

e A
T )

informants,
Jan ~feh/ dul ”d{séipeat altogether,




Labov

P L O M
e teo e se om X
B .

The- concept.. of idlolect might: be. employed‘hete: we_ \might_ijsolate _each .
and attempt o describe that. :

t 4diolects are not the mgst. C
rk.City. On the contrary,
and contra=-

However, the over

/}-

style as a. sepazate, idiolect,
this. study indicates tha
linguistic behavioy 1nuNemeo
s studded with oscilliations
e over all framework of

we can discern the

- - - alliresult of. onsistent,
most explicable unit of

2¢ch of many lndivxdudls appears a

g i . the spe
- dictions, end it is only when it is placed against th
ech community that

ylistic variation of the spe
ural pattern that governs this behavior.

eat - type of problem in
th the sounds used in any

social and st
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regular strucc
" The variable {oh) provides. a differ
Salto are comparable wi,

she does- fot use any

variation. None

of the variants used by Susan
Furthermore,

in casual speech is (oh)-25,
ized form {:!“"’l ], with a lower, less

y most Americans before
she moves

other word groups. single variant consis~
tently. Her index score
the high, overrounded, partly central
< f rounded form [5W)], not much differeni from that used b
g ; [r]. In careful speech, the index is the same, but in reading style,

lower form thh (oh)-29, and in reading 'a word list, to
ixture of the lower form {5>] with a
ed vowel [o] of Bastern

1ndicating a mixture of

fabd A £oon da Lab e

more towards the

(oh)-33. This last index mdz.cates a m
oximating the low back round

{4
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few wven lower vowels, 2ppr

Mew ngland. -

From the standpoint of £ these -varianis are

¢ category.
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CObnlLlVQ function, none 0

uded within a single phonemi
with a wide

2 significant., and they wmight all be incl
Instead of cross—strucbura* variation, we have ordered variation,

£ dispersion within a category:

Eahteda

' range O

halae L0 € ety

L L

3 ) ‘e, Jon/

TV

L]

The

We have been accustomeu to think of

guch a unit as an integral catefory.
Land the. distribution of tokens within his

o type /oh/ recurs as an invariant,
erior struc-

7 ST f'type cannot bevvi ﬂifxcaﬁt, ‘that is,
1ike ‘o account for the structu

S ture. But we woulo
setved°*more“ﬁmportantxy, in considering the sttuutural analysis

tion, of New York City speech,

ﬁhis‘minima7 unit has no int
ral regulariLy we have ob-
of the gvolu-

that (eh5
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tural unit uo the analysis of (oh

 New York-City is no

Cin. - -classas. See SSEN Ch.
. in the stauistical covariation of these variables.

» ,‘:’ s

weshidéton Linguistic Review

The parallel cannot be ‘in the phonemic “catego-

and (oh) are parallel unlts.
with two units,

for th° front vowels show cross-structural yariation,-

rxes,

where “the. back VOWEla have onlv one.
) siwmilar to. that used for (eh)

Therefore we would like co add a struco

A ]

Joh/

»

As the result of the procedure followed in the isolation of contextual
phonologioal behav-

styles, a certaln degree of regularity has apoeared in the
for example, is “g£ar from random--

jor of this one, jnformant. iexr use of (r),

it is surely not the product of pure chance. Yet the linguistic situation in

t clarified by such regularit1es.
ferent system: Some using a
eh~1) variant exclusxveiy, others
'In what way can

Almost every individual

_would seem to operate with a dif great deal of It/

some us ing the high (
orltv somewhere in between.

some with very little;
always using (eh-4), and the maj
a coherent structure for t
ce of a systematic selecti

his speech communxty

there be said to be
on of informants and

. At this point, the importan
tion of their social chara
on ¢f stylistic variation to that of social

the cross—classifica cteristics becomes evident. . It
is necessary to pass from che questio

yvariation, where an even aigher degree of regularicy may be found.

~

5. .The pattern of social variation
There are many aspects of sccial slruccure which might be correlated with
jes in inter-

linguistic performance, in order to fxnd +he underlyiny reg gulariti

Sunio-eccnomic cless is one of

of social structure in complex urban communities, and correlqgigﬂ,_g;in”ﬂtne
///-' .

linguistic variables iﬁﬁEtTHIETY“SﬁUWS”?”g*Yonb Telation.

personal variacion. ~he most imporiant elements

. 9 oreatr deal of evidence shovs that {eh) 4nd (ohy/ are. erucrLrally and
of

functionally parallel. rheir distribucion in the: populaiion, direction
stylistic shift, evolutien. through several generations, patterns of subjective
response. They differ in that (eh) was establisﬁed earlier, and is -sud bject to
.the most overt social correction; (oh) is less prominent, and has not yet

. appeared as 2 soclally significant variable in the speech of all socio-economic
7, 8. 9, 11, 2. . The most conclusive evidence is shown

12
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1 %
I ' - " B 3=
3 The scale.of socio-economic ranking used hére is oue developed by Mobili- 5{
§ zation f£or Youth from:their original data; using the objective indicators of §§'

¥ "

ra
.

: jve status based on occupation (of the breadwinner), education (of the

product
breadwinner), and income (of the family, per capita).lo These are combined

g with equai weigﬁts into a composite'ihdex of socio-economic class (SEC), rang- £
. ° ing from O in the lowest bracket to 9 in the highest. ' -%i
: e

In the analysis of the New York City data, a great many detailed correla-

"f . tioms for each variable were found, and the differences in: the Lehavier of the

A

five main variables were important in the reconstruction of the evolution of

Some variables showed fine stratification,

each of six subdivisions of the

ORI BRSE Y

4

LG,
“ e -
«d N

PIUPS X SRR T LCPETIPMANY v ,m&‘. A - j«ﬁ’”“ﬂ}'_‘\vﬂm%w"”ﬁ?"
B >

{ the New York City vowel system.11
and it was possible to show correlations witi
" Others showed sharp stratiﬁication‘ihto two major groups.
es, and divide the SEC scale into three

AW

basic U=-9 scale,

Eoweve}, i{f we disregard the differenc

equal sections for all five variables, we obtain the very regular matrices of

————

Table.i. . .
In Table 1, there is systematic variation for each variable for each

The 0-2 group may be considered

1 social class and for each contextual style.
_the 3-5 group ag working class; "and the 6~9 group

informally as lower class;
" as middle class.12 These regularities show us that the speech of New Yorkers

1 is highly determined by both context and sccio~economic class; that the deter-

i mination is rtegular in itz effects for groups as small as ten individuals,

: though not necessarily for groups smaller than five; that the two effects are -
3 not independent, but show a covariation which indicates that social and sty~-
% 1istic variation are vesults of a sirzgle underlying process. ifi§
3 loége SSEN Ch.:7, pp. 216-224, for a detailed discussion of the selection L'
3 of this index. ’ ' i)
I 1lc.e SSEN Ch. 9, 12. " u = 3{
E 12, 4ivision of the middle class group Sato }ower‘giddle clagg 9~8, and B
: upper middle class, 9, was found to be a regular characteristic of linguistic ’ i'
é, ‘and social behavior in all of the more detalled studies. : 3“;
= .
A E
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6. The’ linguiatic variable R e

The exact measurement of sociollnguis'ic behavior permits a more preciée

characterization of the structural unit symbolized by the atrows above, It

may be termed fhe llnguistxc variable. Whereas the linguistzc variant is a
particular ltem-—a morph or a phone-—the variable is a class of variants which

are ordered along a coutlnuous dimension and whose p091tlon is determined by

laﬁ independent 11nguistic or extra—linguiscic variable.

In the over all symbolization of “the p“onemxc svstem of New York City, we

can now insert the variable (r). This particular var iable appears as a fre-

-

quency with which /z/ is observed in a given environment.

() =X /x/

where X is the frequency with which /r/ appears. In turn, X is correlated

with the social variables of socio-eccnomic class and contextual style:

= £ (S, C) S = stylistic level
. - ¢ = class status

More precisely, we can make some festimate of what the function £ may ‘be.

Table 1 does not depart sericusly from the linear model:

£ (S, C)=as +bC+c

One cannot proceed beyond this point at present. In order to specify the

values of the constants a, b and ¢, it would be necessary to develop a numeri-_

cal evaluation of the continuum of formality of style. Although Styles A
through D' zre shown equally spaced on the graph, it is evident that we can
only say that they are ordered qualitatively: quancitacive relations remain
to be determined. - | _ ,

Purther studies of the distribution of the variables show that some &are
correlated with ethnic group memberghip; some are correlated with age, reflect~
ing an underlying process of change in real time. With the help of this infor-
matfon, we can reconstruct the stages of the evolution cf the New York City
vowel system, it was noted sbove that the linguistic,varieble_permits us to

describe systematic variation across and within categorical units such as the

phoneme. It also allows u% -to produce a plausible mechanism -for structural

change.
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. Washington Linguistic Review,.'

- Some linguistic wvariabies are functiohs of ‘other linguistic variables,
and are not directly influanced by any factors outside of the itdsuistic 8y8«~

. ten.l3 Others are functiois -of - extra-linguistic factors: socio-economic
. elaes, ethnic group, age, and so on. These extra~linguistic factors are in

. constant process of change themselves: social stratification may increase,

ethnic groups are assimilated, children continue to react with and agaiﬁsﬁ
their elders. The iinguistic variable reflects this change by a_gradual shift
of distribution of its variants: for example, we may hear higher and higher
variants of (eh) in bad, ask, dance in the course of several decades, until

the vowel passes from the status of a low front vowel to a high £ront vowel.
I&enéification of the principal veriants with vowels appearing in some other
word classes may lead to a concentration of variants at & particular phonemic
1eve1.14 If the conditioning fuctor disappears completely, the linguistic
varisble loses its or&ergd structure, axd is resolved into one or wore phonemic
categories. On the other'hand, we can -see some phonemic categories gradually
entering inte the systematic ordering of 2 linguistic variab}e: in the case
of (oh), we are fortunate in being able to witness this process in yvivo, as

this item gradually- acquixes social significance for the working class and the

léwer class.ls

13The position of the low central vowel (gh), for example, {s closely
correlated with (oh). While (oh) shows a significant distribution according
to style, class, age and ethnic membership, (ah) shows little social signifi-
cance of this type, and is essentially constant in the speech of a given per-
son., When (ah) does fluctuate, it is with replacement .of the short lax vowel
la/, and this is directly correlated with the use of /r/ in the variable (r).

laTﬁis is the case with (eh), where we find a heavy concentration of var-
jants at the level of (eh-2), the mid position of bear, where, bared, and also

(eh~4), the low position of bat, bad.

1sThe lower class informanis showed no consistent social or stylistic
variation for. (oh); working class informants showed some differentiation of
the high form of casual speech from slightly lower forms in other styles; lower
middle class infurmants displayed a consistent and wide range of variation from
the very highest to the very lowest variants, closely correlated with stylistic
context. Subjective response tests ghowed the lower middle class with the
greatest sensitivity to this variant, and lower class with the least.
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_variables.

) sp@ecu. We would like to know more exactly-whe

'Vbice qualifiers,

" reaction test was developed which successf

P omr Yoo And T o 1‘;-7."&".,. - - ‘ JL - - - ) M'#-ﬁbb‘vﬂ“

SIS SRSV

@ 4 e wwEnccvam st v

guistic vati:ble s & structurel unit

One difficult; in the use of the lin
e of a New Yorkgr who never i

‘{3 that we may-write (r) for the phonemic structur .

uses /r/ in his own 3peerﬁ.f:3Fcr edditional svidence to support this step, we
to the phonological

may turn to the study of unconscious subjective reazetions

>
[

7. -‘Subjective reat:iohé to phonological.variables‘-
ut the social significance of the phonological
ences made from their distribution in actual
ther the members of the New York
ariables and judge the

{¢ structura

So far, our statements abo

variables are based ugon infer

ch community do react to the values of these v
peaker on the basis of the sociolinguist
pticnally difficu ¢t because subjective reac-
well below the threshhold of conscious atten-
they are inextricably mixed with reactions teo

articulation, what the speeker is saying, and
& subjective

City spee
social status of the s
just exhibited. The task is exce
tions to individual variables are

In normal situatioas,

tion.
intonation,
In the survey of the Lower East Side,

his . general appearance.
ully isolated unconscious evaluations

of the informants to the five main variables.

The decails of the methods used in this subjective evaluation test, and

evidence for their reliability and validity, have been reported elsewhere.
Here we. may consider the distribution of (r)-positive response: that is, the
pattern of subjective responae characteristic of New Yorkers which is consis~-

he recognition of /r/-pronunciation as a prestige £ Tables
ribution of th& actual use of /r/ with the subjective

tent with ¢ eature.

-2 and 3 compare the dist

evaluation of /r/:

-

See SSEM Ch. 11, and "Subjeéctive Dimensions of a Linguistic Change in
Progress', cited above.. .
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THO-CHOTCE TEST BY SEC AND AGE . .
I A — ‘ " sEC ; .
age T 0el 25 68 3. . SR
C20-39 100 100 100 100 s 131 s
40- 63 6 70 s7 ¢ - 8 26 10 7

Table 2 shcws that the great majotity of New Ybrkers are for all practical

purposes /fl-less in everyday speech (Style A).
appreci¢ble amcunt of /r/--that is, the upper middle class,
But in Table 3 the situation is radically

speakers, irrespective of class, shows

shcws any college

educated group below tbe age “of 40,

differen.. The entire group of younger
an (t)-poaitive response, while the older speakers ‘are quite ‘erratic and show

no £ixed pattern. L ‘

The subjective teaction test is impor
1acic structure wnichi has been suggested for the New

I would Aike to suggest that we consider the
rauher than by any

) the over 811 aociolingu
) Yprk“70£ay4 speech community._:
speeéh communi;y as defined by:che set of evaluative porms

A A

'jt,‘ »'untversal feature/off pee;h perfo:mance. )

L I?Derived' from Table 4, Ch. 9, SSEN P 346, . -

2, “.7\ ,. |
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-? | ' Labov
o I; foalows~ that an.indiviuual.uho doez st use’ any Ir! in his everyday
acnve:aa:ion, .nor pefha?s in any ccnve:nacion a:<511, still paxtieipatesnin“
the socicliuguiscic atruc:ure of ths commnntty as a vhoie, The variable (x) ' g'

appears in his phonological syst.em0 The patticulsr valua of the func:ion

£ (A, S, C) 'Asage
& stylisc.c context

= glass meubezship
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for this particulsr sge, style, social status, indicates that the phoneme /r/
will not appesr. But, barring any further change in the. situatien described
by this function, we cam point to particﬁlar values for age or formslity at

M VI DL LA A ATTAROE Y b

whick members of this social group will use the category il
Thus we have arrived at a very general result: +hat the most systematic Y

structure is not that of the iuaivzdﬁal {or the idiolect), but that of the
speech community. This is fay zccord with our most general linguietic princinle
as enunciated by de Sgussure: that 1 gugge is not an aspect of individual

behavior, but rather of social behavigr.
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8. Conclusion: the enlargement of linguistic theory

k2aCatit

' ' fﬁe'utility of the linguistic variable as a concept, as 2 working tool,
lement of analysis has been demonstrated in this discus- H!

TTRAe?

and as a structural e
One might introduce examples from other areas of linguistics where such

At this point, however, it would be

Sy PP

sion.

a unit may solve long-standing problems.
he theoretical consequences of introducing this element

PAVERIRY
L % .

AN

uzeful to re-examine t

into formal lirguistic analysis. : _
Behind als of the wajor linguistic theories that are discussed’ actively

e a common set of assumptions about the nature of struc~

TR
. > *
B e i

;é teday, there seem to b
This set of assumptions I would call the "categorical view". It

" tural units.

%f’ includes the assertions that all linguistic units are: :
g o R :ana%j.an; o o L o . N i
- et 3.. canjuuctively defined ’ - - . “ il
% T 4' ‘”ﬁalitataveiy different R AT U . ;b
ng_igg;ggg 1s m»auc that the units are separated £rom each ther by clear-cut g

or £unrtzon' by znvariaut, that the unic*as‘a type 7 . B

é?”;?;' disconcinuiéies of form
S recurs as preeisely ¢he, samz in each, occuryence, despite the fact that tokens |
: RPN , - O kS
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g__, lowed today 19 that of the school of generative grammar.
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may-vary, by 1 tivelz definad, ;that there ia 8 set or propertiestasaoci-

v L ne
LR

atec'with thc‘usi¥5§hicn axe in same way necessarv, ‘esaential,A as opposed to

‘_,.-.

cther properties wﬁic& are acciéenral or redunaan by'gualitativelz different,

" o ax e et am >

that the unit° are cm.ett»ly :lifferent fzom sae another, and not disatinguished
as homegenecua eléments in an orsered sequence. A fifth pronerty may. be .con=

aidered FYy an extension of diacreteness' although some structural units are

ccmpounéeé of cthers, there is a limit to any such cubdi-isisa, and there are

&F

" for eech fiezd a set of atomi. primzs, iatesral categories, £or which no fur-~
Pher subdivisign is possible..

“,

4 l'hese properties of linpuistic categories ore r.ar Erom arbitrary._ They
appear to correspond well %o the basic structure o‘ lgﬁguage as we deal with

it everyday. it is sometimea sald that man is a categorizing animal: it is
equally appropriate to ssy that language is a categorizing activiry. The aban~-
donment of any one of these properties might be shcwn to kave unfortunate con-

sequencea ‘for linguistic analysis.\
Nevertheless, some modificetion seems _necessary, for thare are several

“types of veriation which seem to resist this strictly categorical framework.
As we have geen, cross-structural variation is one such type; the regular

ordered variation within a category is another; the problems of dealing with
change from one set of categories to another has been discussad. Finally,
there is the problemkthatthe categorical view often faces_ alternate analyses

" which are equally consistent with the observed facts, and the choice between

the two cannot be made on the basis of empirical observation within the theory.
The multipficity of methods ‘that have been developed for dealing with
variation seems tc¢ be an indication of the seriousness of the problem. Simple

;7neglectﬂis one suchamethcd, rerhaps based on the,view that variation below- a
.certain level of structure is automatically nonlinguistic. Another &pproach
. A8 the concept of the idiolect as tae ultimate structural reality. Coexistent

phonemic syatems _haye been discussed, The common core and- over all pattern
concept has .been explored, although gith_serious results for the’ underlying
concept of lingaistic structure., For dealing with the problem of temporal
variation,v lingu‘stica has.ptovided a _rule of absolute division between syn-

gty

chronic ,..and_diachronic analygis. . One of the magt commonly used methoc° fol-

By setting aside the -
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e#idauaeuof con;&xtual benaviot in favor of a norma:ive, dite

S Labov

cdif.ed text, it is

ossible to dispose gf.a gteat deal o£,troub1esome variation. Rowevet, it can

be poiage& out that'nady £ the successes of this type of analysis have been
achieved in areas whete noriative patterns are ‘highly syscematica-that ig, in

syntaxp-and this property,may’ao: extend much further.
vocating here is to add a different type of unit

' The so;ution that I am-ad
. to the repettozy of structural linguistics: the 1linguistic . variable. The -
ry by the fact thatit has an internal

~variable i distinguished from’ the catego
"indefinitely divisible. Variables are not primes, and they

a variabie may not be conjunctively de-
furthe' extension may be governed

structure which is
douﬁot contain primes. ?utthermore,
£ined, It is 20t invarisnt, in 80 far as its
by its correlations wich»othe: variables, linguistic or nonlinguistic. Thus’
eh) to inciude /ih/ in New York City is the product

+he social factors with which it was correla:ed.

In actual texts, we meet with’

the gradual extension of ¢

of the graduel extension of

The variable is of course an abstraction.
the- move from varfant to yarisble is the basic step

<

I Y

variants only. However,

which must be taken here.
vidual er the group is best explained thtough the assumption of an underlying

linguistic continuum, in which categories form, reform and dissolve. Empirical

proof £or this cleim must be made in each-case: it is accomplished by showing
some independent variable always produces

that is, the linguistic variable in ques=

It implies that the speech performance of the indi-

I

that the smallest possible chenge in
a change in the dependent variable,

tion.
I1f X=f (S), . then X+ AX=f (S +A8)

lished statement of the cantinuously divisible cher-

The empirically estab
is a necessary conditiom for its use 1n

acter of. the linguistic varisble
Vatiation must be (1) ordered, and (2) correlated with

1f such strict conditions were not Iaid down, the
t any struceural

structural analysis.

"« some independent variable.
tic variable would provide an easy solution to almos

_lxnguis
but at the cost.of eliminating all tigorous_method.

" problem,

many advantages to be gained from 1ntroduc1ng the

Thete are undagbtedly
al element, and some ro doubt remain to be

liuguig;;c variabxe as a structur
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