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Lecture 24 
Sociolinguistics: concepts and case studies 

 
Rhoticity and non-rhoticity: 

a classic example of a linguistic feature used to mark social categories. 
 
Two main types of dialects of English: 
• Rhotic: /ɹ/ is used in syllable codas: park [pɑɹk], pork [pɔɹk], car [kɑɹ] 
• Non-rhotic: /ɹ/ is deleted in codas: park [pɑ:k]. pork [pɔ:k], car [kɑ:] 
In some dialects, rhoticity is variable— 

i.e., speakers delete /ɹ/ from codas sometimes but not always; 
the frequency of deletion depends on style, social class, gender, age, etc. 

 
Non-rhotic pronunciation developed in England in the 18th century, 

and rapidly became standard there. 
Some American coastal cities adopted non-rhoticity as a prestige variant too: 

Boston, New York, Charleston SC, Savannah GA. 
But non-rhoticity was not adopted in Philadelphia and many inland regions. 
 
As US population moved westward, and non–East Coast cities gained influence, 

their rhotic accents gained prestige, and non-rhoticity lost prestige in the US. 
So up till WWII, non-rhoticity had high prestige in New York City; 

after WWII, prestige there shifted to rhotic pronunciation. 
 
The department store study: 
 
Labov (1962) studied rhoticity in New York using clerks at department stores 

that targeted three different social classes: 
• Saks Fifth Avenue (high prestige) 
• Macy’s (middle prestige) 
• S. Klein (low prestige) 

 
Methodology: Rapid and Anonymous Survey 
• Pick some item located on the fourth floor; ask employees where to find it. 
• Researcher: “Can you tell me where to find the…?” Clerk: “Fourth floor.” 
• Researcher: “Excuse me?” Clerk: “FOURTH FLOOR.” 
• Note how each word (“fourth floor… FOURTH FLOOR”) was pronounced. 
•  For each speaker, two casual and two careful data points are collected 
• Also note basic demographic data 
Thus data on natural speech is collected via an everyday interaction 

with subjects who are not aware they are being studied. 



Results: 

 
Employees were more rhotic when they worked at a higher-prestige store; 

people with higher-prestige jobs (managers vs. clerks) were more rhotic too. 
Therefore by 1962, rhotic accents were already higher-prestige in NYC. 
The repetitions of the phrase were more rhotic than the first utterances; 

this indicates that more careful speech is correlated with prestige features. 
 
Rhoticity and age at Saks: 

 
Older Saks workers acquired older non-rhotic prestige form, and maintained it; 
younger Saks workers grew up as a rhotic prestige form was being established. 
 
This exemplifies the apparent-time methodology: 

we learn about change in progress by comparing speakers of different ages. 
If a feature is changing, younger speakers use the new feature more often. 
Apparent-time analyses can be confirmed with real-time studies— 

i.e., collecting comparable data years later to see if change has occurred. 
Real-time repetitions in 1986, 1996 confirm overall movement toward rhoticity. 
 
But at Macy’s, older speakers were more rhotic: 

this is age-grading—speakers change their linguistic behavior as they age. 
Since the change toward rhoticity originated in the upper middle class, 

Macy’s employees are less directly exposed to it, 
and start picking it up later in life once they’ve had more experience with it. 



Change toward rhoticity in NYC is an example of change from above: 
i.e., change toward feature associated with a high-prestige standard. 

Such a change starts in the highest social classes, 
and spreads through the rest of the community from there. 

It is above the level of consciousness—i.e., speakers are overtly aware of the 
linguistic variable and its social meaning. 

 
Variables above the level of consciousness can lead to linguistic insecurity— 

speakers unsatisfied with their own level of use of prestige features. 
Linguistic insecurity is common in the lower middle class,  

since the upper middle class is the model of standard speech. 
and LMC is just close enough to be able to compare themselves to UMC. 

Linguistically insecure speakers often have steep differences 
between more careful and more casual styles. 

 
Stigmatized features often are associated with “covert prestige”— 

i.e., they have social meaning a speaker values identifying with, 
even though they’re not thought of as “prestigious” or “correct” features. 

E.g., nonstandard features might represent casualness or group solidarity. 
 
More common than change from above is change from below: 

change originating in an interior social group, 
involving a feature that is not yet associated with overt prestige or stigma. 

 
The fronting of /aʊ/ to [eʊ], in progress in Philadelphia in the 1970s: 

interior social classes are most advanced (i.e., have the frontest vowel) 
 
Sometimes covert prestige may motivate change from below. 
 
The Martha’s Vineyard study 
The first modern sociolinguistic study, carried out by Labov in 1961, 

on the island of Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts. 
 
The variable being studied: 

raising the diphthongs /aɪ, aʊ/ to [ʌɪ, ʌʊ] before voiceless consonants. 



 
The 30–45 age group had the greatest degree of raising of these diphthongs. 
 
Consider the social situation on the island: 
Historically Martha’s Vineyard had been a major fishing center, 

but that was declining in favor of  tourism & service economy.  
This led to resentment toward mainlanders, who were seen as responsible for 

the decline in economic conditions for year-round island residents. 
Two main regions of Martha’s Vineyard 
• Up-island (southwestern MV): rural fishing communities 
• Down-island (northeastern MV): villages, more tourism & summer homes 
 
Raising of the diphthongs is a feature of the Martha’s Vineyard dialect that  

was not present among the mainland speakers; 
therefore using it became a marker of solidarity with the island lifestyle: 

it acquired covert prestige. 
Up-island had more traditional MV lifestyle and more diphthong raising. 
 
People with a positive attitude to life on MV had greater raising: 

 
So: the 30–45 age group is people who could have left Martha’s Vineyard, 

but decided to stay, or left and came back; 
their emotional commitment to life on the island is mirrored in their speech. 


