
Chapter 3 
Stable Sociolinguistic Variables 

_____________________________________________________ 

3.1. The necessary background for the study of change in progress. 
 This chapter will shift the focus of attention away from the problems of 
understanding linguistic change that have occupied the discussion so far in order 
to examine the opposite situation: stable linguistic variation. The first step in a 
considered study of linguistic change is not the examination of change, but rather 
an investigation of the sociolinguistic patterns in the particular speech 
community in question, in order to interpret the variable data of a suspected 
change in progress and differentiate it from stable sociolinguistic variables.  

The relations of change and variation 
 Early on, some students of variation thought that general principles 
would enable them to avoid a detailed examination of the sociolinguistic 
situation in each society (Bailey 1973). In this respect, they continued the 
traditional path towards an autonomous linguistics, in which explanations 
would come from within the field (Martinet 1955, Kurylowicz 1964). It was 
argued that linguistic change proceeded by purely linguistic principles, 
independent of any social effects. Accordingly, the analyst could interpret a 
report of linguistic variation as change in progress in a given direction without 
examining any further data on age distributions or real time contrasts. Such 
inferences depended on the idea that “natural” changes were unidirectional.  
 

What is quantitatively less is slower and later; what is more is 
earlier and faster. --Bailey 1973:82. 
 

THE NEED FOR EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATION OF EACH COMMUNITY 
 The program for autonomous linguistic principles that would abstract the 
investigation of change from the history of particular communities did not prove 
compatible with the data produced by sociolinguistic studies. The recalcitrant 
nature of that data is displayed in three common features of change in progress: 

(1) Linguistic changes show a sporadic character, beginning and 
ending abruptly at times that are not predicted by any universal 
principles.  
(2) Stable, long-term variation that persists over many centuries in 
much the same form is perhaps even more common than changes 
which go to completion. 
(3) It is not uncommon to find retrograde movements, where the 
direction of change reverses, or opposing directions of movement 
in parallel communities. 
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All three of these features of change will appear in the changes in progress in 
Philadelphia which will be the major focus of this volume. 

AN EMPIRICAL APPROACH TO GENERAL PRINCIPLES  
 This chapter will continue the search for the general principles that govern 
change by the modes of inference that were presented in PLC 1, part A. As the 
final chapter of PLC 1 pointed out, the broadest of these principles do not 
uniquely determine the output of a linguistic system. Yet if principles are of any 
use, they must rest on the foundation that similar forces produce similar results. 
The role of empirical research is to determine which configurations of social and 
linguistic factors are similar. While the same forces may operate persistently, 
they may be operating in a social context in which configurations of opposing 
forces reverse the normal result.1 The LCV study of sound change in 
Philadelphia was formulated to test hypotheses that were formed in studies of 
New York City, Panama City, Norwich and Detroit. To the extent that 
Philadelphia shares with these and other cities the general patterns of social and 
stylistic stratification of language, we can expect that changes in progress in the 
language will follow the similar patterns, governed by similar principles.  
 We will therefore begin with an analysis of the stable sociolinguistic 
variables that have been studied most often in other English-speaking cities To 
the extent that Philadelphia shows the same patterns for these variables as other 
cities, we can be confident that the principles of linguistic change drawn from the 
detailed analysis of Philadelphia will apply most generally. 

Further exploration of the relations of apparent time to real time 
 PLC 1, chapter 3 developed techniques for the analysis of age distributions 
viewed as "apparent time," and chapter 4 explored the relations of this dimension 
to change in real time. Table 4.1 of that chapter 4 set out four possible relations 
between the individual and the community: stability, where both remain 
constant; age-grading, where the individual changes but the community remains 
constant; generational change, where the individual preserves his or her earlier 
pattern, but the community as a whole changes; and communal change, where 
individuals and the community change together. A review of four real-time re-
studies showed that an age-grading component was intimately mixed with the 
real-time changes that took place.  
 A more detailed model of the relations of real time and apparent time is 
seen in Table 3.1, adapted from chapter 9 of Labov 1966. Here it is apparent that 
stable variation can not be distinguished from change in progress by the absence 
of significant differences in age distributions. On the contrary, in case IA when 
there is no change in the community as a whole, younger speakers use socially 
stigmatized features more than older speakers. Thus age-grading is a normal 
component of stable sociolinguistic variation 
 

                                                
1Though mergers are normally irreversible, some combination of social pressures may be strong 
enough to achieve this result.  
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Table 3.1. The relation of age-grading to change in progress. 
[from Labov 1966:325-331]. 

 Socioeconomic class 
 1 [Lowest] 2 3 4 [Highest] 
 
IA. Stigmatized feature: stable. 
 Younger high higher higher low 
 Older high lower lower low 
 
IB.. Stigmatized feature: disappearing 
 Younger [lower] lower lower low 
 Older [higher] higher higher low 
 
IIIA. Change from below: early stage 
 Youngest high high high medium 
 Young adults medium high medium low 
 Middle aged low medium low low 
 Oldest low low low low 
 
IIIB. Change from below: late stage with correction from above 
 Youngest high high medium medium 
 Young adults high high low medium 
 Middle-aged medium high low medium 
 Oldest low medium low low 
 
 The main problem then is to distinguish age-graded stable variation from 
generational change in progress. As we add the available sociolinguistic 
information to the picture, it begins to appear that stable age-grading is not 
independent of social class. The maximum tendency to correct stigmatized 
features, particularly in formal styles, is not found in the oldest segment of the 
working population, 45 or 50 to 60 years of age, and the maximum use of these 
stigmatized features is not found in the youngest speakers, but in the central 
adolescent years, 14 to 17. And as indicated in Table 3.1, age-grading is not 
independent of social class: the highest social group may follow a very different 
pattern from the rest. The older speakers of this group, with greater linguistic 
security than the rest of the population, have almost no trace of the stigmatized 
feature to begin with, and are not concerned with the problem of minimizing it. 
The oldest speakers of the lowest status group will not show the same tendency 
to retreat from this stigmatized feature. On the other hand, the younger speakers 
of the highest group will be less involved in the lower class cultural values that 
accompany the adolescent maximization of stigmatized features.  
   This view of stable age-grading of a stigmatized feature can then be 
contrasted with one in which the stigmatized feature is being eliminated, as in 
the case of /Uy/ in New York City or the elimination of rural Southern features 
in Anniston (Feagin 1979).2 Here the age relationships are reversed, and younger 
speakers use less rather than more of the stigmatized elements. 
                                                
2Feagin's study allows us to contrast a number of cases of the elimination of older features of the 
rural pattern with the incoming increase in the use of the get passive, which follows the pattern of 



Chapter 3 Stable sociolinguistic variables Page 4 

 Evidence for change in progress from below will be drawn from the more 
detailed profiles of type IIIA. Here change first appears in the middle-aged 
stratum of the second highest status group, and spreads gradually to younger 
strata of neighboring social groups. This conforms to the curvilinear hypothesis, 
and not only permits change to begin in an interior social group, but precludes 
innovation in the extreme groups 1 and 4. 
 The advancement of the change from below leads to the complications of 
case IIIB. The change continues to progress in the two lowest social groups, but 
recedes in the higher groups, particularly in the second highest. As this 
correction continues, it gradually converges with the type I-A. As the 1966 
discussion concluded, "The ensuing complications may become so great that we 
would be forced to give up the attempt to analyze apparent time, and rely 
instead upon whatever evidence we have from earlier studies in real time." 3 
 The interpretation of apparent time data therefore requires detailed 
information on social class distributions at all age levels.4 In Philadelphia, we 
were fortunate to obtain reasonably detailed real time evidence for the fact that 
at least seven vowel phonemes are involved in real time change. The converse 
side of the problem is to determine whether the sociolinguistic variables that we 
assume are stable are in fact stable, and to see whether their age and social 
profiles match the patterns of Table 3.1. The close comparison of stable and 
progressive variation in Philadelphia will then provide two distinct templates of 
age distributions. This can then be applied to help make inferences from 
apparent time when real time data is not available, and ultimately illuminate the 
problem of transmission: how unidirectional change is transmitted across 
successive generations (chapter 13).  

3.2. Variables to be examined in this chapter. 
 Four sociolinguistic variables were selected by LCV to provide the stable 
base for the study of linguistic change.  
 (dh). The alternation of fricatives, affricates and stops in the initial 
allophone of the interdental fricative /D/. The dependent variable follows the 
usual coding conventions: 
 dh-0 fricative 
 dh-1 affricate or absence 
                                                                                                                                            
Type III in Table 3.1. 
3This type of correction is not inevitable, and is observed much more in eastern and southern 
cities than in the northcentral and midwestern states. 
4Much recent discussion of the problem has concentrated on the question of whether real-time 
data confirm apparent time inferences. The most detailed exploration of this sort is the work of 
Bailey et al. 1991, who assemble strong bodies of evidence to contrast variables of the type IB 
with those of type IIIB. Their initial approach to the problem does not reflect the considerations 
given above: "The basic assumption underlying apparent time, of course, is that unless there is 
evidence to the contrary, differences among generations of adults mirror actual diachronic 
deveopments in a language when other factors, such as social class, are held constant." (p. 242). 
Table 3.1 projects the expectation that in stable sociolinguistic variation, when social class is held 
constant, there will be consistent age differences that do not reflect diachronic developments. 
Bailey et al.’s conclusion does converge with that given above: "apparent time differences must 
be interpreted in the light of other characteristics of a synchronic distribution that allow us to 
predict the direction of change." (p. 263). 
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 dh-2 stop 
The (dh) index is formed by the average value of the variants multiplied by 100. 
 Neutralizations: (dh) is neutralized when it follows apical stops, since it is 
then not possible to distinguish the affricate from the stop variant. 
 Exclusions: There are no lexical exclusions for this variable. 
 (dhv). The same set of variants as initial (dh) for the intervocalic allophone 
of /D/.There are no neutralizations or exclusions. 
 
 (Neg). Negative concord: The incorporation of a negative element in 
indeterminates any, or, ever when they are C-commanded by a negative in deep 
structure. The dependent variable as recorded here is the percentage of negative 
concord applied in all possible occurrences. Non-Application of the variable 
includes standard uses of the indeterminates as any, or, ever or negative 
postposing (He didn't do anything -> He did nothing). 
 The overall semantic context is usually sufficient to distinguish negative 
concord from logical double negation, but there is no absolute method of 
detecting ambiguity (Labov 1972). 
 
 (ing). The alternation of /n/ and /N/ in unstressed /iN/ syllables. 
 The dependent variable assigns 1 to apical articulation, and 0 to velar, so 
that the (ing) index is the percent apical articulation. In some areas, a tense vowel 
with an apical consonant is heard as equivalent to a velar articulation (Woods 
1979). This is rare in Philadelphia speech, and is not a factor in the present study. 
 The overall envelope of variation includes words with the suffix -ing, 
monomorphemic nouns like morning and ceiling, and compounds with -thing: 
nothing, something. It therefore appears that it is must be defined as a 
phonological alternation that affects all unstressed /iN/ syllables. However, 
almost all communities studied have shown a strong grammatical conditioning 
factor in which the closer the construction is to a verbal construction, the greater 
the use of the apical variant, and the closer to a nominal construction, the greater 
percentage of the velar variant. The progressive construction normally shows the 
highest degree of apical use, followed by the participle in non-progressive 
constructions, adjectives, compound gerunds, simple gerunds, and simple 
nouns. 
 The Philadelphia data was originally coded with a full range of 12 
grammatical environments, but reduced to three for the purposes of a 
sociolinguistic study: Progressive (including going to), Participle, and Noun 
(including the preposition during). 
 Neutralizations: There are no neutralizations for this variable; the 
apical/velar distinction is clear even when followed by a velar segment.  
 Exclusions: In Philadelphia, anything and everything always show velar 
articulation, presumably reacting to the slight additional stress of the alternating 
stress pattern. Something and nothing are excluded from the nominal sub-group 
because they operate at much higher levels of apical realization, and appear to 
form a different sociolinguistic variable. 
 Proper nouns with final -ing are also to be excluded in Northern Cities. 
There is consistent velar articulation in place names like Flushing in New York 
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and Reading in Pennsylvania, in personal names like Manning and Harding. Non-
final -ing can be apical in Washington but not in Abingdon , Kensington or Ellington.   
 
 (ACor): The correction of tensed short /a/ in word lists. It has been 
demonstrated that the tensing of short a in the spontaneous speech of 
Philadelphians is almost invariant in the core pattern (Labov 1989b). In word 
lists, the correction of short a to a low front long vowel [æ:] is common, and 
forms a stable sociolinguistic variable. In the LCV interviews, word lists were 
read by only a sub-set of about 1/3 of the initial interviews, but there is sufficient 
data to measure the social distribution of this variable. Fifteen short a words 
were selected from the list, including all of the tensed allophones (before front 
nasals, before voiceless fricatives, and the three words before /d/ mad, bad, glad). 
The index is the number out of fifteen that were corrected to a lax form. 

Patterns of stable variation 
 Before proceeding with the analysis of the stable Philadelphia variables, it 
will be helpful to examine more closely the joint pattern of social and stylistic 
variation characteristic of such variables shows found in LES. Figure 3.1 shows 
the social and stylistic stratification of (ing) in LES. The striking regularity of this 
display, reproduced in many sociolinguistic texts and surveys demonstrates that 
variation in the urban speech community is not the chaotic result of dialect 
mixture, but a highly constrained pattern that closely determined the linguistic 
behavior of each speaker. This general impression can be made explicit in six 
specific features of a stable sociolinguistic variable: 
 (1) Regular social stratification is maintained for each contextual style. 
(ing) is a monotonic function of social class: that is, each step upward in class 
status is associated with a decrease in the (ing) index. 
 (2) Regular stylistic stratification is maintained for each social class. (dh) is 
a monotonic function of contextual style: that is, each increase in formality (or 
attention paid to speech) is accompanied by a decrease in (ing) values. 
 (3) As a consequence of (1), all social groups are differentiated by their 
treatment of the variable, but as a consequence of (2), all social groups are similar 
in following the same pattern of style shifting. Thus Figure 3.1 shows how the 
community is both unified and differentiated by the sociolinguistic variable. 
 (4) The same variable, (ing) therefore serves as a marker of cultural levels 
and contextual styles,.5 
 (5) Though there is considerable individual variation within each group, it 
is not normally large enough to disturb the regularity of the pattern when 5 to 10 
speakers are included in each group. Individuals whose deviation from the mean 
is large enough to disturb the pattern are marked by aberrant social histories.6 
 (6) Although the variable is highly constrained, it remains a random 
variable: that is, an event whose outcome cannot be predicted. The regularities of 
Figure 3.1 rest upon a base of inherent variation.  

                                                
5Although the common sense view of the matter, articulated in Kenyon 1948, is that the variables 
that define cultural levels are quite distinct from those that define contextual styles. 
6As shown among others by the case of Nathan B. in Labov 1966.  
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Fig. 3.1. Social and stylistic stratification of (ing) in New York City 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  In the thirty years that followed LES, many parallel studies of stigmatized 
variables were conducted, and the pattern of Figure 3.1 has been replicated in a 
large number of communities, in many areas of the world.7 Similar patterns are 
found in cross-tabulating prestige features, where the use of the variable 
increases with greater attention to speech, instead of decreasing. These cross-
tabulations replicate the six features outlined above, but they do not show all 
speech communities with identical configurations. Patterns of stable 
sociolinguistic variation differ in three major ways: 
 (1) Sharp vs. gradient social stratification. In place of the even spacing of 
social classes in Figure 3.1, there may be sharp separation of opposing ends of the 
social spectrum. Thus the (ing) pattern in Norwich shows a sharp separation of 
the two middle class groups as against the three working class groups, a division 
of the speech community that reflects the sharper divisions among social classes 
in British society (Trudgill 1974; see Fig. 3.3 below). 
 (2) Sharp vs. gradient stylistic stratification. The spacing of the styles in 
Figure 3.1 is more arbitrary than the spacing of social classes. However, it is clear 
that there is no qualitative break between spontaneous speech—casual and 
careful—and controlled styles, where the subject is reading. In the Teheran 
dialect of Farsi, all of the sociolinguistic variables investigated showed an abrupt 
break when the subjects began to read: use of the colloquial urban variant 
dropped from the majority use in spontaneous speech to almost zero in reading 
(Modaressi 1978:104, Figure 4-11). A similar situation appears in the raising of 
/o/ to /u/ in Seoul Korean (Chae 1995).  
 (3) The cross-over pattern: Hypercorrect behavior of the second highest 
status group. It is a common feature of many sociolinguistic profiles that the 
second highest status group shows a steeper slope of style shifting than other 
groups. With increasing formality, this group shows a more rapid retreat from 
the use of a stigmatized form, or advance in the use of a prestige form. In 
                                                
7Detroit (Shuy, Wolfram and Riley 1969), (Wolfram 1969); Norwich (Trudgill 1974), Souh Harlem 
(Labov, Cohen, Robins and Lewis 1968, Ottawa (Woods 1979, Bahia Blanca, Argentina (Weinberg 
1974, Teheran (Modaressi 1978,  Tokyo (Hibiya 1988).  
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extreme cases, this can lead to a cross-over of their values with that of the highest 
status group. Figure 3.2, from Wolfram’s (1969) study of African American 
speakers in Detroit, shows that the lower middle class group has reduced the use 
of negative concord below that of the upper middle class. 
 
Figure 3.2. Use of negative concord among African Americans in Detroit by class 
and gender (from Wolfram 1969). 
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The structural position of stable variables 
 If the purpose of studying variation is to better understand the linguistic 
system as a whole, then we will be drawn to the study of variables that are most 
deeply implicated in that structure. Change within a vowel system typically has 
this character, where the movement or merger of one unit almost always 
involves corresponding adjustments of the rest of the system. Studies of 
inflectional variables, like the aspiration and deletion of Spanish (s), involve 
considerations of concord within the noun phrase, subject-verb agreement, pro-
drop, and more abstract syntactic issues. But when the aim is to understand 
better the way that social factors affect linguistic behavior, we are more likely to 
be drawn to the relatively isolated elements that are normally the focus of social 
affect.8 Initial (dh) is intermediate in this respect. It is not intimately involved 
with the rest of the consonant system as a whole. Yet the New York City data 
shows a close parallel between (dh) and its voiceless partner (th), so that the 
variable may be defined as the whole class of segments with possible interdental 
articulation. On the other hand, it will appear that initial (dh) and (th) behave 
very differently from intervocalic and final allophones, so that it is only the initial 
allophones that are involved. In postlexical phonology, (dh) is linked structurally 
to the stop sub-system. The lenis stop realization of /dh/ may be identical with 
the flap realization of /t/ and /d/ after stressed vowels and before an 
unstressed vowel so that sew the top and soda top can be homonymous in 
Philadelphia. The possibilities of homonymy are greatly expanded in r-less New 
York, where Cedar Point can coincide with see the point, later brick with lay the 
brick, mow the yard with motor yard, and so on. One might therefore project an 
inquiry into a functional relationship between (dh) and (r), to see if an increase in 
r-vocalization would in fact limit the use of stop variants of (dh) in the light of 
such a potential increase in homonymy. 
 If social variation were confined to the superficial realization of words and 
sounds, it would indeed be exterior to the grammar — a discrete set of choices 
from the grammar’s output. 9 But stable sociolinguistic variables are located at an 
intermediate level of structure: they are not the surface sounds or words of the 
language, but are defined as the use of allophones or allomorphs in a particular 
structural context. Philadelphians have no social reaction to the lenis stop or flap 
as a sound, since the same sound is socially neutral in latter. Their social 
evaluations are directed at the absence of frication in the initial allophone of the 
interdental stops. The grammar therefore contains inherent variation, no matter 
how we might decide ultimately to describe that variation formally. Taking 

                                                
8 Scherre and Naro 1992 demonstrate that an instance of subject-verb concord in Brazilian 
Portuguese is affected by social factors (education) only when it is isolated from discourse 
structure, that is, not preceded by other elements in a sequence of subject-verb marking. This is 
one of many indications that social affect bears upon the surface of language, and particularly 
those elements that are not involved in intricate structural relations. 
9 Some variables are defined at the most abstract level of grammatical organization, as an 
alternation between systems, as in the work of Kroch (1989), Santorini (1989) and Taylor (1994) on 
large-scale syntactic change. It would be surprising if such abstract syntactic phenomena as the 
decline of V-to-I movement were to exhibit the pattern of the socially evaluated sociolinguistic 
variables like (dh) and (ing). 
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grammar in the largest sense to include phonology, these variables are in the 
grammar; they are constrained by the grammar; and cannot be described apart 
from the grammar. But even so, they do not dominate any large portion of it, and 
the consequences of their alternation for the rest of the grammar are minimal. 

Implications for multivariate analysis.  
 
 A serious effort to account for the social distribution of variation soon 
encounters the fact that there are more social dimensions that affect language 
behavior than we can display in a cross-tabulation. A complete account of 
sociolinguistic patterns must display the effects of speakers’ gender, age, 
ethnicity, race, social class, urban/rural status and position in social networks. 
The clarity and reliability of Figure 3.1 therefore depends on one or both of two 
supporting conditions: 
 a. that the effect of social class on (ing) is of a higher order of magnitude 
than the other social factors listed and/or 
 b. the other social factors are independent of social class. That is, the 
whatever the effect of gender, age, or ethnicity might be on (ing) levels, it is the 
same for all social classes. 
 A full assessment of the effects of intersecting social parameters, and a 
complete account of sociolinguistic structure, is only possible with multivariate 
analysis. A multivariate approach was first introduced into sociolinguistic 
studies in the form of the variable rule program (Rand and Sankoff 1991). It was 
motivated not by the need to analyze external, social factors, but rather to deal 
with the language-internal configuration of internal, linguistic constraints on 
variation (Cedergren and Sankoff 1974). The basic fact about internal factors that 
the variable rule program continually displays is that they operate 
independently of each other (Sankoff and Labov 1979). However, it was realized 
from the outset that social factors are typically not independent. Though it is 
convenient and useful to incorporate external and internal factors in the same 
analysis, a considerable amount of information can be lost in the typical variable 
rule analysis of speech communities. 
 Figure 3.1 shows graphically that style and social class influence (ing) 
independently through the parallel trajectories of the three lines—a feature that 
can be seen much more easily in a line diagram than a table. In either case, 
twelve measurements are required to display the information. In a variable rule 
analysis, this situation would typically be represented by seven numbers, in two 
independent factor groups, with probability weights for three factors in the style 
group and four factors in the social class group. The degree of independence of 
these groups is not displayed directly, though it is reflected in the over-all fit of 
the model to the data.10 The variable rule program can easily be adjusted to 

                                                
10An exact fit of the variable rule model to the original data is only possible if all factors are 
independent of each other. Extreme deviations of the model from the data are reflected in high 
chi-square values for large cells, so that a rough measure of fit is provided by the average chi-
square per cell: average values much higher than 1 per cell suggest the presence of interaction not 
accounted for. However, this measure also reflects the unreliable chi-squares generated by small 
cells, and it is not easy to locate from the chi-square values the source of the interaction that is the 
cause of the lack of fit. 
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examine the effects of interaction by creating interactive factors, and whatever 
interaction is found can then be assessed more accurately than with cross-
tabulations. However, there is nothing in the usual variable rule analysis that 
calls attention to the existence of interactions among the independent variables. It 
is therefore useful to alternate between cross-tabulations and multivariate 
analysis whenever we are dealing with social factors. While cross-tabulations 
display the existence of interaction, multivariate analysis can measure the size of 
the effect. 

3.3.The stability of the stable variables 
 This work focuses on linguistic change. Yet from the sociolinguistic point 
of view, the more striking phenomenon is the opposite of change—stability, and 
it can be said that the absence of change has the most important consequences for 
our understanding of linguistic structure. If variation is nothing but a transitional 
phenomenon, a way-station between two invariant stages of the language, it can 
have only a limited role in our view of the human language faculty. Inherent 
variation would then be only an accident of history, a product of the 
unsurprising finding that human beings cannot abandon one form and adopt 
another instantaneously. But the existence of long-term stable variation puts 
another face on the matter. If it is true that linguistic variables are transmitted in 
essentially the same form across twenty or thirty generations of speakers, then 
we must find a more important place for the expression of variable relations in 
the human linguistic ecology.  
 Evidence for the stability of sociolinguistic variables is of two kinds: 
negative and positive. Most often, variables have been considered stable because 
there was no strong, monotonic function of age of the type found for (el) in 
Norwich by Trudgill 1974, (ch) in Panama City by Cedergren 1973, or (eh) in 
New York City by Labov 1966. The aspiration and deletion of Spanish (s), which 
has been found to show regular class stratification in a dozen different Spanish 
dialects, has never shown such an age distribution. But inferences of stability 
from negative evidence will always be faulty when the community as a whole 
changes its linguistic practices, a common situation in lexical change. Positive 
evidence that the same variation existed at an earlier period is more convincing. 
For example, the current lexically-specific alternation between /æks/ and 
/æsk/, ‘ask’, can easily be traced to its 8th century origins in any dictionary of 
Anglo-Saxon, which list both ascian and acsian. We will want to bear in mind the 
possibilities of both types of evidence in examining the evidence for stable, long-
term variation for the variables under consideration. 
 Table 3.1 reflects the relations found between the (ing) values of older and 
younger speakers in New York City, relations that were duplicated for (th) and 
(dh), the form of the voiceless and voiced interdental fricative.  Except in the 
highest social group, the values were higher for the younger speakers. The same 
pattern will be found in Philadelphia. The major question that must be addressed 
in the balance of this chapter is whether this age differential reflects instability in 
time: are the stable sociolinguistic variables stable?  The first approach to this 
issue is to examine the social history of these variables as far back in real time as 
the evidence will take us, beginnning with (ing).  
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The history of (ing) 
 The variable (ing) was the first sociolinguistic variable to be studied 
quantitatively, and has the widest range and most uniform pattern of all English 
variables. The typical combination of social and stylistic stratification is shown in 
Figure 3.3, adapted from Trudgill's 1974 study of Norwich, England.11 Long-term 
stability appears more clearly in the case of (ing) than for any other 
sociolinguistic variable. The negative evidence is consistent: none of the many 
studies of (ing) have uncovered any evidence for change in progress. The 
motivation for examining it as a case of long-term historical continuity proceeded 
from the discovery of a previously unsuspected grammatical constraint. The 
/in/ form consistently shows higher frequencies for the progressive, less for 
participles and adjectives, and fewest for gerunds and nouns.12 The grammatical 
constraint forms a continuum from the most verbal types with the highest 
percentage of /in/, to the most nominal, with the lowest percentages. 
 
Figure 3.3. Social and stylistic stratification of (ing) in Norwich (from Trudgill 
1974) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 There are relatively few other internal constraints on the (ing) variable. 
There seems to be no strong phonological conditioning before following velars or 
apicals, and as noted above, stress effects are categorical. Thus (ing) has all the 
hallmarks of a morphological alternation rather than a phonological reduction. It 
is not yet completely determined how detailed the noun-to-verb continuum is, 
since the number of syntactic subcategories is very large, and the frequency of 
many is quite low. Figure 3.4 shows the summed syntactic conditioning of (ing) 
                                                
11Sociolinguistic data consistent with this view of (ing) is found in Fischer's 1958 report on a New 
England village; Cofer 1972 for Philadelphia; Woods 1979 study of Ottawa; Mock's 1979 study of 
a rural Missouri community; for Australian English, Wald and Shopen 1979 and Bradley and 
Bradley 1979. 
12To the best of my knowledge, this grammatical constraint was discovered first by the 1976(?) 
class of Linguistics 560 at the University of Pennsylvania, and independently by Wald and 
Shopen in Australia (1979), and Peterson in 1985. 
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for 33 adult speakers from the King of Prussia and Overbrook sections of the 
LCV Neighborhood Study. The highest use of /in/ is for the progressive future 
going to; this is clearly the result of the morphophonemic condensation of 
/gowiN+to/ -> /g´n´/. Otherwise, the highest /in/ value of 51% is shown for the 
progressive; this is a consistent and normal finding for the progressive, which is 
also the most frequent form (n=512). There is a significant drop to the next 
category at 42%, the sizable body of -ing forms that occur as participles 
modifying the verb phrase, as in we go out there fishin'. This again is significantly 
higher than the smaller group of miscellaneous complements at 37% that 
includes verb complements (we used to go fishin'), sentential complements (I 
skipped lunch tryin' to lose weight), and the results of WHIZ-deletion (we caught one 
guy sneakin'). This small group is not significantly different from the group of 94 
gerunds at 34%(just by guiding her hand).  
Figure 3.4. Grammatical conditioning of (ing) for 33 adult speakers from the 
Nancy Drive and Mallow St. neighborhoods. 

 
 

 All of these forms have verbal characteristics in the sense that they can 
assign theta-roles, including the gerunds functioning as the head of a noun 
phrase as in the example above. There is a sharp drop to a set of nominal forms 
that have no such capacity: gerunds incorporated into noun phrases (swimming 
pool), nouns (ceiling, morning,), and adjectives (interesting, disgusting). These are 
all at 10% /in/ and below, and are not significantly different from each other. 
 There are thus two ways of viewing the distribution of Philadelphia (ing). 
On the hand there is a continuum of 5 distinct levels; on the other hand, (setting 
aside the future), there are two distinct groups: a verbal and a nominal use of 
/ing/, which cluster at radically different levels. 
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 The second striking fact about the grammatical conditioning of (ing) is 
that there is no plausible synchronic explanation for it. If for example there were 
detectable stress differences between the nominal and verbal forms (as in the 
contrasting of something with anything), we would readily adopt it to account for 
Figure 3.4. But in the absence of any such factor, one must consider the 
possibility that the syntactic conditioning of (ing) is simply an historical residue 
of some earlier variation. This possibility is strongly reinforced by the 
observation that /in/ is the direct and regular descendant of the Old English 
participial ending -inde, -ende,13 just as /iN/is the regular result of sound 
changes operating on the Old English verbal noun -inge, -ynge. This inference 
was first presented on the basis of sociolinguistic data but had been anticipated 
on purely historical grounds by Dobson and others (1957:590-1).14  The general 
scenario is that the specialization of the velar form for the nominal and the apical 
form for the verbal broke down in Early Middle English, and that the 
competition between these two has continued ever since as a sociolinguistic 
variable. The uniform adoption of the -ing spelling in orthography masked to a 
certain extent the continuing opposition of vernacular apical to formal velar 
pronunciation. The transformation of the variable was never complete, however, 
and as we have seen, the tendency for the velar form to appear in nominal uses 
and the apical form in verbal uses is quite strong, even today.15 
 Houston 1985 is a detailed investigation of the historical development of 
(ing). The synchronic part of her investigation begins with the quantitative 
analysis of (ing) in 20 British cities, using exploratory interviews that I conducted 
in the 1970's. All southern British cities show the grammatical conditioning 
similar to that shown for Philadelphia in Figure 3.4. The areas that show a 
predominant use of the velar variant form an intact geographic region in the 
south of Britain that is outlined by the same isogloss that Moore, Meech and 
Whitehall 1935 derive for the Early Middle English opposition of -inde and -inge 
in the participle. Thus there are geographic as well as syntactic indications of the 
historical continuity of the opposition,16 transformations in the form and use of 
the gerund, and the late development of the progressive form. Her conclusion 
matches that of Dobson: that this is a genuine case of long-term historical 
transmission of a quantitative opposition. 

                                                
13Through loss of final shwa, simplification of the final -nd cluster, and vowel reduction of /e/ 
in unstressed syllables. 
14Dobson considers both possible origins of the /in/ form: an assimilation of /iN/ to the point 
of articulation of the high front vowel, or a continuation of the older participial ending, and 
concludes that the latter is most likely. He notes (p. 963) that n < nd is recorded by orthoepists 
sfrom the seventeenth century in sources that reflect vulgar pronunciation.  
15 Though the choice of apical or velar forms has strong social evaluation, it is interesting to note 
that syntactic conditioning has none. We have not yet located any person who has clear 
intuitions, in advance of quantitative investigation, about the fact that Good mornin' is possible 
but far less likely than I'm comin'. (The detailed investigation of the Philadelphia situation will 
show, however, that there are subtle sociolinguistic consequences of the syntactic 
differentiation.). 
16The historical aspect of Houston's investigation involves many discontinuities in the record: 
absence of direct evidence for the -inde form in the orthography of early Middle English. She 
develops the hypothesis that the variation between -ynge and -yng spellings represents variation 
between /iN/ and /in/. 



Chapter 3 Stable sociolinguistic variables Page 15 

 The main concern here is not with the time-depth of the apical/velar 
opposition itself but with the time depth of the historical variation. For how long 
has -in' functioned as the colloquial symbol of informal speech and -ing as the 
formal symbol of careful speech? There are two distinct points of view here. On 
the one hand, Wyld insists that "down to the thirties of the last century, -in and 
not -ing was the almost universal pronunciation among all classes of speakers—
in fact, many thousands of excellent speakers never use any other form today.' 
(1936:112). He argues further that the sociolinguistic variable was first formed as 
late as the 1830's as a middle class hypercorrect spelling pronunciation, but was 
not accepted by the upper classes until much later. Wyld’s view seems strongly 
influenced by the history of his own family. From other evidence, the origins of 
the modern sociolinguistic opposition are much earlier: Danielsson (19??) notes 
that "Clement 1587 is the first authority known to me who formulates a special 
warning to the teacher not to let the pupil pronounce [-in] for [iN], e.g., speakin' 
for speaking." Kökeritz believes that Shakespeare pronounced the ending -ing as 
[in] or syllabic [in¡], and that the -g was added as a silent letter. If this were the 
case, it hardly seems possible that spelling pronunciations would not have 
developed for the upwardly mobile merchant classes. In any case, we find the 
sociolinguistic variable well developed in the novels of Dickens. Gerson 1967 
lists 1216 instances of spellings reflecting the /in/ form, heavily concentrated 
among working class and lower class speakers. Sam Weller and his father T. 
Weller, who are often cited as a major effort of Dickens to represent colloquial 
working class speech in Pickwick Papers, account for 43% of the entire corpus. 
Only one speaker reflects the aristocratic tradition claimed by Wyld: a 
Marchioness who uses two examples of -in-. in The Old Curiosity Shop (p. 481). 
 We have every reason to believe then, that the present-day social 
opposition of the formal, standard velar pronunciation and the informal, 
nonstandard apical pronunciation, has a stable history dating back to at least the 
beginning of the 19th century and probably to the beginning of the 17th. Among 
present-day English speech communities, Southern States English, northern 
English and Scots stand out as exceptions: there the /in/ form is used almost 
exclusively in speech, even of the most formal kind 

The history of (th) and (th) 
The first step backward in the historical record is a small one. In 1962, 

Hubbell’s study of pronunciation in New York City finds traces of (th) stops in 
the speech of only 2 of his 16 UMC informants, none for (dh). For the lower 
middle class informants, 4 of 9 showed no stops, and 2 showed moderate to 
heavy use of stops for both (th) and (dh). All lower class informants used some 
stops, and two showed heavy use.  
 In the late 1940's, Yakira Frank's dissertation on New York City speech 
(1948) reported the affricate (th-2) in the speech of young uneducated informants 
in all positions. She adds that the dental [t] occurs in free variation with (th-2) (p. 
80). Frank writes that "two instances of the voiced stop /d/ for /D/ occur in the 
speech of two young uneducated informants as in without and the both of us. (p. 
81). 
 The records of the Linguistic Atlas, dating from about this time, are in 
disagreement (Kurath and McDavid 1961). The general frequency of stops and 
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affricates is much lower than in the 1966 study of the other sources. This might 
throw considerable doubt on the stability of (th) and (dh), were it not for the fact 
that the Atlas transcriptions are conservative in all other respects, contradicting 
both earlier and later records.17  
 The most incisive and definitive observations come from Babbitt (1896), a 
native of upper New York State who described the speech of New York in the 
last decade of the 19th century: 

The most striking and important peculiarity in consonants is the 
substitution of t and d for /Q/ and /D/. This does not take place in 
all words, nor in the speech of all persons, even of the lower classes; 
but the tendency exists beyond doubt. . . I observed very few cases 
of natives who could not, and did not in some words, pronounce 
the interdentals correctly, and the substitution of d and t for them is 
not heard in the speech of the better classes.. . [For most people], 
The definite article, the pronouns this and that, the ordinal 
numerals in th, and such every-day words, are almost uniformly 
pronounced with the d or t, while anything in the nature of a 
"book-word" keeps the orthodox interdental.. .  

Babbitt also notes that newspapers ridicule working class speech by writing De 
Ate for The Eighth [Assembly District], just as they ridicule the use of /Uy/ as 
"goil" and "woild". The social distribution of (th) and (dh) has not, however, 
undergone the rapid evolution of /Uy/, but remains as it was at the turn of the 
century. 
 A second excellent observer of the New York City scene was O. Henry. Like 
Babbitt, he was an outsider, born in North Carolina, and first came to New York 
in 1902. A very large part of his prodigious output was devoted to observations 
of new York City speakers.18  He made careful efforts to distinguish the social 
level of New Yorkers in both grammar and pronunciation:. 

There was a smart kind of a kid in the gang--I guess he was a 
newsboy. "I got in twent-fi' mister," he says, looking hopeful at 
Buck's silk hat and clothes. "Dey paid me two-fifty a mont' on it. 
Say, a man tells me dey can't do dat and be on the square? Is dat 
straight? Do you guess I can get out my twent-fi'?" -- from "The 
Tempered Wind", O. Henry 1945, p. 259. 

In celebrating the inherent kindliness of citizens towards strangers in "The 
Making of a New Yorker", O. Henry introduces a good Samaritan who offers a 
glass of beer to an accident victim: "Drink dis, sport." (O. Henry 1945:287). 
 We can conclude that from a qualitative viewpoint, the (dh) variable 
functioned in pretty much the same way in 1900 as it did in 1966 and as it does 
today. 

                                                
17As for example, showing no vowel for tensed short a higher than raised [æ≤], though Babbitt 
1896 testifies that this vowel reached the level of where.  
18His last words are reported as, "Pull up the shades so I can see New York; I don't want to go 
home in the dark." (Cerf and Cartmell 1945). 
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Negative concord 
 Negative concord is defined as the incorporation of negative morphemes 
into indeterminates and auxiliaries that are commanded by a negative without 
the addition of any further semantic negation (Labov 1972). The history of 
negative concord is not so well known as (ing), and one would hope for a 
detailed study of its origins in Early Middle English. It is well known that 
negative concord was an established aspect of Old English; and in Early Modern 
English there was a strong tendency to limit negation in the surface structure to a 
single representation, without spreading to following indeterminates. The first 
discussions of this as a prescriptive rule, based on either logical or grammatical 
considerations, are to be found in 17th century grammarians. 
 The use of negative concord seems to be coextensive in time with the use 
of (ing) and ain't as sociolinguistic markers. O. Henry's view of the speech of 
working class Irish New Yorkers strongly features the double negative, 
spreading to both any and either, as in this speech from "A Harlem Tragedy": 

Everybody can't have a husband like Jack. Marriage wouldn't be no 
failure if they was all like him. . . . What I want is a masterful man 
that slugs you when he's jagged and hugs you when he ain't 
jagged. Preserve me from the man that ain't got the sand to do 
neither. O. Henry 1945:297 
 

 The evidence for the stability of the three variables we are considering can 
therefore be considered very strong for the past century, and quite strong for the 
century preceding. Though there is some dispute, there is also a good case for 
extending them backward to the 18th and 17th centuries. 

3.4. The sociolinguistic sample of Philadelphia 
 The set of speakers to be used for the exploration of the three stable 
sociolinguistic variables in Philadelphia is the sociolinguistic sample, totaling 183 
speakers. The sociolinguistic sample includes the 89 speakers from the 
neighborhoods described in chapter 2, along with several subsidiary networks, 
but not the 23 upper middle class and upper class speakers in the Chestnut Hill 
series. To this core sample is added a much larger number of associated friends 
and family members of the basic sound change sample. The sample includes 
many complete families, and in most neighborhoods has a greatly enlarged 
representation of pre-adolescent speakers from 8 to 12 and adolescents from 13 to 
17. The contrast between their behavior and that of adults will play a major role 
in the interpretation of apparent time data. 
 Table 3.2 shows the characteristics of the sociolinguistic sample organized 
by neighborhood, tabulating a subset of the scales and ratings given for the basic 
sample in Chapter 2. Generation is given as a mean of individual scores on 
distance from the immigrant generation, and the foreign language knowledge 
rating is a mean of individual scores according to the following scale: 0 no 
foreign language background; 1 passive understanding of grandparents; 2 
passive understanding of parents; 3 spoke only foreign language up to school 
age, never much since; 4 occasional use of foreign language with older people; 5 
regular use of foreign language with older people; 6 dominant in foreign 
language. At the top of the table are three neighborhoods in North Philadelphia: 
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Wicket Street in Kensington, the chief focus of the Neighborhood Study 
discussed in Chapter 3; and 10 speakers drawn from nearby areas of Fishtown 
and Richmond. The entire area has the lowest socioeconomic ranking; the 
Fishtown subgroup consists of six young men of low occupational status. Wicket 
is predominantly Irish, but as a whole, this group is more than two generations 
removed from the immigrant period, with little foreign language background. 
 
Table 3.2. Characteristics of the Sociolinguistic Sample by Neighborhood 

Name N % 
Female 

Mean 
Age 

Occu- 
pation 

Res 
Value 

Mean 
SEC 

% 
Italian 

% 
Irish 

% 
Jewish 

Genera
tion 

For. 
Lg. 

North Philadelphia          
Wicket 25 52 34 2.05 1.05 4.84 0 84 0 2.06 0.00 
Fishtown 6 0 17 1.40 1.00 5.00 0 50 0 2.75 0.25 
Richmond 4 50 26 2.25 1.50 4.50 0 0 0 2.00 1.00 
South Philadelphia          
Pitt 22 64 25 2.27 1.18 5.05 41 41 5 2.32 0.43 
Clark 28 61 43 2.79 1.93 6.93 82 11 0 1.75 2.43 
South 10 70 40 2.60 1.70 7.20 90 0 10 2.00 2.10 
Wallace 13 62 18 1.62 1.00 4.31 54 23 8 2.31 0.62 

            
NE 5 60 21 2.50 1.75 7.00 0 20 20 2.50 0.00 
West Philadephia           
Mallow 24 54 29 3.67 3.00 8.25 8 4 88 2.11 0.00 
King of Prussia           
Nancy Dr. 46 41 26 4.02 6.24 11.63 24 13 0 2.27 0.00 
 Total 183           
 
 The next group of four from South Philadelphia show the two focal 
neighborhoods, Pitt and Clark. The South sub-group is a network of ten lower 
middle class men and women interviewed by a graduate student from the area 
who knew them personally, primarily upwardly mobile white collar workers. At 
the opposite extreme is Wallace: a corner group of 13 young men and women 
(average age 18) who were attached to an area we will refer to as 6th and 
Wallace. They were interviewed by Bower to provide a social network at the less 
respectable end of the social scale in South Philadelphia, to balance the 
prosperous Clark Street and the middle of the road Pitt St. The percent Italian in 
South Philadelphia ranges from 40% at Pitt St. to 90% at Clark. Clark is the only 
neighborhood that is at all close to the immigrant period, and also shows a 
number of speakers with a knowledge of Italian.  
 One important area of Philadelphia that is not well represented in either 
the basic LCV sample or this expanded sociolinguistic sample is the Northeast, a 
vast area of people who have migrated out of the more central neighborhoods.19 
The sociolinguistic sample has 5 speakers as a token representation. 
 The Mallow Street neighborhood in Overbrook, in West Philadelphia, 
appears here as a group with higher occupational status than the groups 
considered so far, with higher house values, and a higher average SEC. It is also 
a predominantly Jewish neighborhood. The 24 speakers represented here are a 
                                                
19 The Northeast is well represented in the telephone sample, results of which are analyzed and 
compared with the LCV sample in Ch.5. 
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much larger group than those of the basic sample of Chapter 2, so that the Jewish 
group has a much better representation than in that sample. 
 Finally, the middle class Nancy Drive neighborhood in King of Prussia is 
expanded to 46 speakers. This includes the children of the Philadelphia families 
studied by Payne in her investigation of the acquisition of the Philadelphia 
dialect (1976). Since this subset of the sample was designed to obtain as many 
children as possible, it is not accidental that many of these middle middle and 
upper middle class speakers had large families. The small Italian and Irish 
proportions among them do not represent a strong ethnic influence, since they 
are all many generations away from the immigrant period and show no foreign 
language background.  

3.5. Cross-tabulation of (dh), class and style 
 Figure 3.5a is a cross-tabulation of (dh) by class and style which 

will allow us to compare the Philadelphia sociolinguistic pattern with the well 
known configurations of the same variable in New York City and Detroit. Five 
divisions of the socioeconomic scale are used: (0-2, Lower working class; 3-4, 
Middle working class; 7-9, Upper working class; 10-12, Lower middle class; 13-
15, Upper middle class). Though only two styles of speech are shown, it is 
immediately evident that the Philadelphia pattern reproduces the regular pattern 
of social and stylistic stratification of Figure 3.1. For both styles, there is a 
monotonic distribution, and each class shows a clear stylistic difference. In 
casual speech, the style pattern is almost linear. Figure 3.5b is a direct 
comparison of the New York and Philadelphia (dh) patterns. 
 
Figure 3.5a. Cross-tabulation of (dh) by socioeconomic class and style for the 
Philadelphia Neighborhood Study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.6. First regression analysis 
  

 
Figure 3.5b. Comparison of New York City and Philadelphia (dh) patterns 
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A more accurate view of this variable will require a multivariate analysis, 

in which all the other significant influences on (dh) will be taken into account at 
the same time, including the crucial dimension of age of the speaker. Multiple 
regression will be used for this purpose. 

Many sociolinguistic variables, like -t,d deletion, are best represented as 
binary choices, and analyzed as binary dependent variables using the variable 
rule program. Others, like measurements of vowel raising, are inherently 
continuous quantitative variables, and are best treated by multiple regression, or 
the general linear model. For the stable sociolinguistic variables (dh), (ing) and 
(neg), we have a choice of either strategy. If the focus is on internal constraints, 
and a large proportion of the combinations of factors are empty cells, the variable 
rule program is appropriate, since it operates on tokens rather than percentages 
and weights the heavily filled cells more strongly. When the focus is on social 
factors, there will be a high percentage of filled cells and we can operate most 
efficiently with a quantitative dependent variable and multivariate programs like 
multiple regression, ANOVA, or the general linear model. A quantitative 
dependent variable is most appropriate for (dh), since it allows us to form a 
continuous index that registers the intermediate status of the affricate.20 It is less 
attractive with negative concord, where the data is sparser. The main motivation 
for using regression in the analysis of the sociolinguistic variables is to form a 
base-line for comparison with the multiple regression analysis of Philadelphia 
vowels involved in change in progress. 
 Either variable rule or regression analysis provides several distinct 
strategies for examining interaction among the social variables: the creation of 
interactive independent variables (e.g., 'lower middle class women') or, if the 
quantity of data is sufficient, running separate analyses for the independent 
variables in question. The work to follow uses the second method. 
 The analyses to be reported here include all of the independent variables 
described in chapter 2. If a given independent variable is not listed in a particular 
                                                
20A problem in constructing a quantative index is the zero variant, as in Look at ‘at, which is quite 
important in some dialects, and is often assigned the same value 2 as an affricate. In Philadelphia, 
the zero variant plays a less important role, and did not affect our calculations significantly. 
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analysis, it was found to be not significant. The tables and figures to follow will 
present analyses in which all and only all the significant effects are retained, 
except in cases where the non-significance of a given variable is crucial, Some of 
these variables are nominal, like ethnicity, and others are ordinal, but discrete, 
like age or education. The first step in the examination of the stable 
sociolinguistic variables is to carry out the simplest multiple regression where 
the quantitative variables—age, socioeconomic class, house upkeep, mobility, 
generational status and foreign language knowledge— are retained in their full 
quantitative form. In the tables, the regression coefficients for quantitative 
independent variables will be supplemented by a column labeled Effect, where 
the coefficient is multiplied by the full range of the variable, and normalized on 
100% (divided by 2). 
 The first variable to be considered is initial (dh) Table 3.3 is the first 
regression of initial (dh) by style. Five social variables determine the (dh) level; 
all highly significant except for the effect of mobility. We note first in casual 
speech, four social factors whose effects can be ordered from strongest to 
weakest: 
 (a) The most powerful effect on (dh) is social class: the lower the SEC 
index, the higher the (dh) index. 
 (b) There is also a strong age effect, about half the size of social class: 
younger speakers have higher (dh) values. 
 (c) The third effect is gender: women show lower (dh) values than men, 
but it only accounts 13% of the range. 
 (d) Social mobility is a fourth effect, of about the same magnitude, but 
much less significant, (p < .05 level while for gender, p < .0001). 
 
Table 3.3. First regression of initial (dh) by style.  

Casual speech 
Variable Coefficient Effect t-ratio prob 
SEC -5.77 37.47 -5.00  ≤ 0.0001 
Age -0.75 28.34 -4.56  ≤ 0.0001 
Gender -26.91 -13.45 -4.26 ≤0.0001 
Mobility -8.05 -12.06 -2.11 0.0370 
So. Phila 34.56 17.28 4.90  ≤ 0.0001 
Constant1 74.04 r2 = 47.8 n=153 d.f..=145     

Careful speech 
Variable Coefficient Effect t-ratio prob 
SEC -4.62 35.10 -4.12  ≤ 0.0001 
Age -0.72 27.27 -4.58  ≤ 0.0001 
Gender -26.75 -13.38 -4.01 ≤0.0001 
Mobility -6.47 -9.70 -1.77 0.0785 
So. Phila 26.44 13.32 3.69  ≤ 0.0001 
Constant 130.59 r2 = 41.5% n = 151 d.f. = 145 
 
 In addition to these general social factors, there is a particular 
differentiation of neighborhood. Taking SEC, age, gender and mobility into 
account, residence in South Philadelphia still favors higher (dh) values by a 
sizable and significant effect of 17%.  
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 The table shows a closely parallel situation for (dh) in careful speech. All 
social factors except mobility operate at the same level of significance, though the 
over-all level is lower, with a constant of 130 as against 174 for casual speech, and 
correspondingly lower values for the coefficients. 
 The question arises as to whether the pattern of regular social and stylistic 
variation of Figure 3.5 will be preserved when all other factors are taken into 
account. Figure 3.6 shows the results of a regression analysis where membership 
in each social class is taken as a separate variable, and includes all the other 
variables of Table 3.3. For each style and social class, the expected value of (dh) is 
calculated by multiplying the coefficient by the value of the variable (which is 
always 1 for such dummy variables) and adding the result to the constant. The 
display of Figure 3.6 shows an even more regular pattern of social and stylistic 
stratification than Figure 3.5.  
 
 Table 3.3 leaves no room for doubt that (dh) is a sociolinguistic variable in 
Philadelphia, but the large and significant age coefficient, 2/3 as large as the 
social class coefficient, puts into question whether it is a stable variable. Recalling 
the prediction of the model in Figure 3.1, that younger speakers will use a 
stigmatized variable more than older speakers, this effect is not unexpected. The 
question remains as to how to differentiate this variable from a change in 
progress, given a strong and significant age-grading. 
 
Figure 3.6. Expected values of (dh) for socioeconomic class and style from 
regression analysis including all other significant social variables. 
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there is a moderate negative bias of Jewish ethnicity, at the .03 level in casual 
speech. Again, the same effects repeat for careful speech, but (except for South 
Philadelphia) at a more moderate level. There is no doubt that the use of (neg) is 
heavily controlled by socioeconomic position. But again the question arises to 
plague us: how can we distinguish (neg) from a change in progress? 
 
Table 3.4. First regression of negative concord (neg) BY STYLE 

Casual speech 
Variable Coefficient Effect t-ratio prob 
SEC -5.36 69.68 -5.85  ≤ 0.0001 
Age -0.32 24.25 -2.40  ≤ 0.0001 
Gender -13.91 -26.91 -2.75 ≤0.0067 
So, Phila 11.96 11.96 -2.30  ≤ 0.0228 
Jewish -17.00 -17.00 -2.11 0.0370 
Constant 88.54 r2 =32.3% n=155 d.f.=149   
 

Careful speech 
Variable Coefficient Effect t-ratio prob 
SEC -3.20 41.60 -4.52  ≤ 0.0001 
Age -0.28 21.28 -2.61  ≤ 0.0099 
Gender -14.71 -14.71 -43.64 ≤0.0004 
So. Phila 21.00 21.00 4.50  ≤ 0.0001 
Jewish -10.80 -10.80 -1.69 0.0935 
Constant 56.14 r2 = 35.0% n=163 d.f.=157   
 
 A comparable regression on (ing) is given in Table 3.5. The three major 
social factors appear in the same form, with SEC as the strongest effect. But in 
contrast to the other two variables, the SEC and age effect for (ing) are stronger 
in careful speech than in casual speech. The effect of gender is the same as with 
(dh), and it is identical in both styles. The South Philadelphia neighborhood 
influence is not strong enough to appear as a significant effect, but again the 
Jewish factor appears as a sizable inhibitor of the use of the colloquial form. 
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Table 3.4. First regression of (ing) by style. 
Casual speech 

Variable Coefficient Effect t-ratio prob 
SEC -2.92 37.96 -4.78  ≤ 0.0001 
Age -0.34 25.84 -3.40  ≤ 0.0008 
Gender -11.50 -11.50 -3.12 ≤0.0021 
Jewish -20.48 -20.48 -3.88 0.0001 
Constant 120.71 r2 =24.4% n=178 d.f.=173   
 

Careful speech 
Variable Coefficient Effect t-ratio prob 
SEC -4.57 59.41 -5.33  ≤ 0.0001 
Age -0.56 42.90 -4.75  ≤ 0.0001 
Gender -11.46 -11.46 -2.68 ≤0.0081 
Jewish -27.62 -27/62 -3.61 ≤0.0001 
Constant 124.65 r2 = 35.9% n=176 d.f.=171   
 
 The sociolinguistic patterns displayed by (dh), (neg) and (ing) are 
remarkably consistent. They are strongly affected by socioeconomic class, 
moderately by age, and weakly by gender. Lower class, younger, and male 
speakers use more of the stigmatized features than higher class, older and female 
speakers. Three weakly correlated features play an occasional role in this picture: 
residence in South Philadelphia favors the use of stigmatized features, while 
Jewish ethnicity and upward mobility disfavor them. The total amount of 
variance explained by these factors is sizable, as shown by adjusted r2. It is 
greatest for (dh) in casual speech, almost 50% and least for (ing) in casual speech, 
only one quarter. 
 Table 3.6 shows that the use of stops and affricates in intervocalic 
position—(dhv)— is a very different kind of variable. It is influenced only by 
socioeconomic class, and that at a very moderate rate, and only in casual speech. 
 
Table 3.6. First regression of intervocalic (dh) 

Casual speech 
Variable Coefficient Effect t-ratio prob 
SEC -4.91 31.95 -4.18  ≤ 0.0001 
Constant 39.38 r2 =12.6% n=115 d.f.=113 
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3.7. Cross-tabulation by age 
 The use of a single quantitative age dimension in Figures 3.3-6 is only a 
first approximation to the actual distribution of the stable sociolinguistic 
variables in apparent time. It portrays the effect of age on (dh), (neg), etc., as 
linear. If there were a direct causal relationship between age and these variables, 
a linear relationship would not be implausible, but there is no reason to think 
that increasing age causes a person to use fewer stops for (dh), in the way that it 
leads to a crystallization of the cornea. An understanding of age effects on 
language—the principles that govern distributions in apparent time—requires an 
understanding of the changes in social relations across speakers' life histories. 
that bear upon their acquisition and use of linguistic norms and ability to put 
them into practice. These include their changing affiliations with successive 
reference groups, their acquisition and employment of symbolic capital, and the 
relaxation of the norms of the dominant society in old age. Divisions of the age 
continuum into groups must be roughly consonant with life stages. In modern 
American society, the first of these events are alignment to the pre-adolescent 
peer-group (8-9), membership in the pre-adolescent peer group (10-12), 
involvement in heterosexual relations and the adolescent group (13-16), 
completion of secondary schooling and orientation to the wider world of work 
and/or college (17-19), the beginning of regular employment and family life (20-
29), full engagement in the work force and family responsibilities (30-59) 
retirement (60's). Any divisions in the age continuum will cut across certain 
social class differences in the characteristic location of the transitions, especially 
in the post-adolescent years; it is the early groupings that are most informed by 
sociological work. For the main extent of adult life, sociolinguistic behavior will 
be traced by decades 
 Figure 3.7 shows the age-distribution of the three Philadelphia variables 
that were introduced in this chapter as candidates for stable sociolinguistic 
variables. In all three, casual and careful speech appear as parallel curves, rising 
and falling together: style is effectively independent of age.  
 The three figures show remarkably similar patterns, which are neither flat 
nor linear. Speakers under 18 show the highest values; adults generally decline 
with age to a minimum in the 50-59 year range; and speakers over 60 show a 
decided increase. The most remarkable rise for this oldest group is shown for 
(neg). For (dh), the 16-18 year old group is at a maximum; for (ing), it is the 40-49 
year old group. In all respects the three diagrams are effectively the same. 
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Figure 3.7 Three sociolinguistic variables in the Philadelphia Neighborhood Study 
by age and style. 
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 In Figure 3.8, the progressive sub-category is used to represent (ing); it 
represents 78% of the data in casual speech and 68% in careful speech. We Since 
the grammatical constraints are in general independent of social constraints, one 
would expect the other two sub-categories to show parallel trajectories. Figure 
3.6 demonstrates that this is the case for careful speech,21 
 

                                                
21 The data for casual speech do not show the same parallelism, but considerably more 
irregularity. This is not the result of low numbers: there are 6608 tokens in careful speech, and 
8493 in casual speech. 



Chapter 3 Stable sociolinguistic variables Page 28 

Figure 3.8. Distribution of (ing) by grammatical category and age in the 
Philadelphia Neighborhood Study. 

 
 Figure 3.9 presents the corresponding age and style distribution for (dhv), 
confirming the conclusion drawn from the first regression analyses that this is a 
different type of variable. Most age-groups depart only minimally from the 
standard fricative level at (dhv-00). There is a very sharp peak in the 17-19 year 
old range whose significance must be explored further, and a smaller peak for 
the speakers over 60-, parallel to the patterns shown in the other figures. 
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Figure 3.9. Distribution of intervocalic (dh) by age and style in the Philadelphia 
Neighborhood Study. 

 
THE SOCIAL SIGNIFICANCE OF CASUAL AND CAREFUL SPEECH 

 The next step in the analysis will be to examine these age distributions 
across social class. So far, the patterns of casual and careful speech have 
appeared as parallel curves, independent of age distributions; small differences 
will begin to appear in the intersection of social class and age with style. We will 
first look at careful speech, since patterns of social stratification are somewhat 
clearer and more regular here than in casual speech. This might seem to be 
reversing the normal direction of sociolinguistic methodology, which puts a 
great deal of emphasis on the techniques for removing or side-stepping the 
constraints of the interview situation that produce "careful" speech. The sections 
that we label "casual speech" are highly prized, representing our closest 
approach to the vernacular in the interview situation. Yet an approach to the 
vernacular is not the whole story. A view of casual speech is essential in 
assessing whether a certain linguistic feature is variable or categorical; in eliciting 
the most advanced forms of change in progress; and in getting the most accurate 
information on the distribution of word classes, which is always clearest in the 
vernacular. On the other hand, the speakers' reactions to the interview situation 
give us a clearer view of overt sociolinguistic norms. The patterns of social 
stratification that constitute the stable sociolinguistic variables are essentially the 
result of the patterns of interaction across the community, that is, interaction 
among acquaintances and strangers rather than among close friends. That is why 
rapid and anonymous surveys, like the New York City Department Store study, 
can quickly and accurately show the social and stylistic pattern of the entire 
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community. In most of the early sociolinguistic work, the sections we called 
"casual speech" were only brief excursions in the direction of the vernacular. 
However, the Philadelphia Neighborhood Study used sampling methods and 
interview methods that were more successful in capturing the kinds of speech 
observed in long-term participant-observation. As Chapter 2 pointed out, our 
analyses are based on first interviews of the neighborhood study in order to 
obtain comparability, rather than the four or five recordings that often followed. 
But the technique of community study meant that the first interviews were "first" 
in this sense only for the first persons contacted in the social network. Bower, 
Schiffrin and Payne were very often well known to the speaker by the time of the 
interview. They had already sat in the kitchen where the recording took place, 
been vouched for by good mutual friends (who were often present), and they 
had already been introduced to the main dimensions of local society and 
gossip.22.  
 To put it another way, "casual" and "careful" speech are relative terms. 
They refer to the sections of the interview that are more or less affected by the 
effects of recording and observation. The advance in sociolinguistic techniques 
leads to a shift of both stylistic levels towards the vernacular, and this makes 
comparison across studies more difficult. In Figure 3.5b, the Philadelphia and 
New York City (dh) are juxtaposed. Careful speech in Philadelphia is roughly 
equivalent, perhaps a little more advanced, than casual speech in New York City. 
If Philadelphia casual speech is therefore a better approximation to the 
vernacular than we achieved in New York City, we can expect Philadelphia 
careful speech to reproduce more accurately the regular social stratification that 
appeared in the casual speech of New York City. Similar relations should appear 
in comparing Philadelphia (ing) to Norwich (ing) or Philadelphia (neg) to Detroit 
(neg). 
 This discussion of style is not simply a technical matter of how to locate 
the vernacular or how to compare speakers across social levels. It relates to the 
substantive question of the nature of social stratification, and the forces that 
maintain the stable differentials between classes. If the control of the standard 
language is viewed as a basic form of symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1980), then 
sociolinguistic stratification is the result of the differential ability of speakers to 
produce the standard forms or inhibit the nonstandard forms. Working class 
speakers then appear as limited by lack of exposure to standard forms and 
inadequate practice with their use, and the stable patterns we have been 
examining are maintained by continuing differential access to these linguistic 
resources. On the other hand, the sociolinguistic pattern can be seen as a stable 
balance of competing norms. In this view, the non-standard forms represent an 
alternate form of symbolic capital that carries full value in working class social 
networks, and serves the needs of members of that society. The first view reflects 
a general consensus as to how people should speak; this is the dominant form of 
expression whenever an interview or a conversation turns to a discussion of 
language differences. The second view is expressed much less often, and 
evidence for it is more indirect: it implies a general disagreement on the 
                                                
22 The evidence cited in the last footnote on the relative proportions of (ing) tokens in careful and 
casual speech confirm the fact that an unusually high percentage of the neighborhood interviews 
satisfy the criteria of casual speech, as opposed to a minority in earlier work 
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linguistic norms and a conflict between competing norms. I will to refer these 
two opposing views hereafter as the consensual and competitive models of 
sociolinguistic structure. 
 In the detailed examination of the Philadelphia community, the social 
distribution of patterns of careful speech will provide the clearest view of the 
consensual model. To the extent that casual speech patterns are different, their 
evidence will bear on the competitive model. 
 

3.8. Cross-tabulations by age and social class. 
 Figures 3.8-9 showed two features of age distribution that show promise 
of refining our view of the relations of apparent time to real time and the 
transmission of linguistic features across generations: the adolescent peak and 
the middle-aged trough. But this pattern may be an artifact of other distributions. 
Table 3.2 shows that the various neighborhoods and social classes do not share 
the same age distribution. The more middle class, mobile neighborhoods, Nancy 
Drive and Mallow Street, are missing the oldest generation of speakers over 60, 
and their mean age is in the mid 20's. More detailed cross-tabulations of age and 
social class in the figures to follow will show whether the adolescent peak and 
the middle-aged trough are general features of age levels, or the product of 
socioeconomic skewing of age levels in the sample. 
  A certain amount of condensation of both scales is needed to be sure that 
there is a reasonable amount of data in each cell. Our interest in the adolescent 
peak precludes any collapsing of age categories among younger speakers, but the 
adults can be presented in groups of 20 rather than 10 years. The SEC scale is 
presented in four groups: 2-6, “Lower working class”; 7-9, “Upper Working 
Class”; 10-12, “Lower Middle Class”; 13-14, “Upper Middle Class”. The data for 
the upper middle class is limited to two age groups: 13 to 16 and 40 to 49.23 
 Figure 3.10 shows considerable interaction of age and social class for (dh): 
different social class groups show different patterns in apparent time. In the 
lower working class data, the adolescent peak and middle-aged trough are 
identifiable, but there is no sharp upward turn for speakers over 60. Upper 
working class speakers are not far from the lower working class for the youngest 
age groups, but there is a sharp downward shift beginning with 17-19 year olds. 
Except for (ing), the lower middle class keeps a low profile throughout. It is 
evident that negative concord is the most sharply stratified of these three; the 
difference between lower working class and others is greatest here.  
 

                                                
23This is because it is heavily based on the new community of King of Prussia, where our interest 
in the acquisition of the Philadelphia dialect led us to focus on families with parents in their 40's 
and children in their teens.  
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Figure 3.10. Distribution of three sociolinguistic variables by SEC in careful 
speech in the Philadelphia Neighborhood Study. 
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 A striking deviation from regular class stratification is shown by the value 
for the upper middle class youth 13-16 years old, who show a (neg) value of 31. 
The actual figures for the three speakers involved—all male—are 0 out of 1, 1 out 
of 3, and 3 out of 5 instances of negative concord.24 These are small numbers, and 
heavily influenced by the third speaker, Keith D. It is interesting to observe that 
no speakers with strong negative concord like Keith were found among the 
lower middle class youth. The lack of consistency in the use of negative concord 
by middle class speakers suggests that the competitive model: that some middle 
class youth are sensitive to the competing working class norm and adopt it. The 
same group of upper middle class youth show high values for (ing), higher than 
the upper working class. It appears that upper middle class youth form part of 
the adolescent peak of Figure 3.5 — the two male parents of these three 
adolescents show only 31% /in/.25 
 
 The patterns for casual speech are quite similar to those for careful speech. 
Figure 3.11 compares the two styles for the two working class groups, and 3.12 
for the middle class groups. In general, the style shifts are moderate, except for 
working class adults, and upper middle class youth. In casual speech the middle 
class group recognizes the value of the /in/ norm, and in careful speech the 
value of the /iN/ norm. Much of what has been said about the history of (ing) is 
                                                
24The speaker—Keith D.—who used 3 out of 5 also used negative concord 2 out of 3 times in 
casual speech. 
25The data on the parents for negative concord suggests that the behavior of Keith D. was part of 
a family pattern. His father, Alfred D., was the only upper middle class person to use negative 
concord in careful speech: 1 out of 14 tokens in careful speech, and 6 out of 16 in casual speech.  
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consistent with the idea of competing norms available to the entire population. 
The extreme behavior of the upper middle class youth, with a shift of 35 
percentage points which even outdoes their parents' shift of 28% can then be 
interpreted as an early socialization into the art of style shifting. On the other 
hand, one can also argue that the working class speakers lack the ability to use 
the /iN/ norm consistently in spontaneous speech. It remains a moot question 
whether working class speakers have no desire or motivation to depart from the 
/in/ model or lack the ability to do so. 
 
Figure 3.11. Comparison of (ing) values in casual and careful speech for working 
class subjects in the Philadelphia Neighborhood Study  
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Figure 3.12. Comparison of (ing) values in casual and careful speech for middle 
class subjects in the Philadelphia Neighborhood Study  
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 At this point, we have almost exhausted the possibilities of cross-
tabulation. It seems likely that many of the issues just raised would be clarified 
by distinguishing male from female speakers. It would be essential to divide 
each group into male and female, and sub-divide the South Philadelphia or 
Jewish speakers. But even with this sizable data base of 183 speakers and 16000 
tokens for (ing), further sub-division would leave only individual, idiosyncratic 
variation to examine. At least five dimensions are operating on the stable 
sociolinguistic variables, and only a multivariate analysis can show their joint 
influence. But as this section has demonstrated, it is not feasible to mount a 
multivariate analysis that posits that the effects of age and social class are linear. 
A second regression analysis will use what has been learned from cross-
tabulations to produce a more accurate view of the social pattern of stable 
sociolinguistic variables. 
 

3.9. Second regression analysis 
 Instead of using a single quantitative dimension for age and social class, 
the second regression analysis will use grouped age and social class categories. 
These will replicate the categories of the cross-tabulations with one addition. The 
location of the adolescent peak will be explored more closely by separating the 
13 to 16 year old group into 13 to 15 and 16. This will take advantage of the fact 
that the sociolinguistic sample has 16 year olds with SEC ratings ranging from 4 
to 11. For the age groups, the residual category, against which all others will be 
compared will be the oldest group of speakers, those over 60. The residual group 
for social class will be the lowest group, the lower working class, SEC 2-4. For 
each of these groups, the speaker will be assigned a value of 1 if he or she is a 
member of that age or SEC group, otherwise 0.  
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 Figure 3.13 shows this second regression analysis for (dh) in careful 
speech. On the left side the nine age-groups show positive values, but there is a 
clear separation of adults from youth. None of the adult groups are significantly 
different from the reference group of 60+ at zero, while all of those under 20 are. 
There is a strong peak at the age of 16. The differences are not only significant, 
but they are sizable: the 16 year olds have values close to 90, that is, almost half 
of the possible range, while all other groups show values close to 40, one fifth of 
the possible range. The difference between the 16-year-olds and the 13-15 group 
is significant at the .001 level. 
 
Figure 3.13. Regression coefficients for (dh) in careful speech with 9 age groups 
and 5 social classes. [p * <.05, **< .01, *** < .001] 

 
 To the right, the social class groups show a clear monotonic function 
differentiating each from the lower working class, with steadily decreasing 
coefficients of -33,-46, -57 and -64. The gender effect is preserved at the same 
level as the first regression, along with the positive effect of South Philadelphia 
and the negative effect of upward mobility. The same pattern is preserved in 
detail in the analysis of (dh) in casual speech. 
 Figure 3.14 shows a remarkably similar pattern for (neg) in careful speech. 
Again the adult age groups are undifferentiated, departing only minimally from 
the zero reference, while younger speakers show a significant and sizable effect 
in the use of (neg), with a significant peak for the 16-year-olds. The social class 
groups are similar, though there is no significant difference between lower 
middle and upper middle class. Again, the effect of sex and South Philadelphia 
residence that we saw in cross-tabulations are preserved.  
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Figure 3.14. Regression coefficients for (neg) in careful speech with 9 age groups 
and 5 social classes. [p * <.05, **< .01, *** < .001] 

 
 Finally, Figure 3.15 repeats the pattern for (ing) in careful speech. Again 
we see the adolescent peak at 16, and the absence of significant departure from 
zero for the adults. The social class pattern is however not monotonic, but shows 
a general opposition of middle class to working class. The other constraints again 
repeat the pattern we have seen in the first regression, but at a lower level of 
significance. 
Fig. 3.15. Regression coefficients for (ing) in careful speech with 9 age groups 
and 5 social classes. [p * <.05, **< .01, *** < .001] 
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 The picture that emerges from the second regression is clear and 
consistent. Taking all effects together, it appears that most of the fluctuations of 
the cross-tabulations are the result of intersecting influences and the fact that the 
neighborhood study could not, in principle be perfectly balanced for gender, 
ethnicity, neighborhood, age and social class. The regular effect of gender—that 
women use fewer nonstandard forms than men—is preserved throughout as a 
substantial and significant effect. Residence in South Philadelphia has an equal 
and opposite effect on all three variables. Two minor effects are not as consistent: 
upward mobility and Jewish ethnicity act to inhibit the use of nonstandard 
forms. No other independent variables besides age and social class have any 
significant influence on the three variables. Except for the one case of Jewish 
ethnicity, there is no ethnic influence on these variables: being Irish, German, 
Italian or Wasp made no difference. Nor did having a foreign language 
background, nor being first, second or third generation from the immigrant 
events. There was no detectable influence of differences in house upkeep. And 
aside from South Philadelphia, neighborhood or area made no difference. 
 For adults, age made no difference. The higher use of the nonstandard 
forms by youth that was predicted in the original 1966 model was strongly 
confirmed, with the additional fact—which may or may not be specific to this 
city or this sample—that in mid adolescence there is a very high peak, which falls 
off rapidly in late adolescence. 
 The primary determinant of the stable sociolinguistic variables is of course 
social class: the higher the position of a speaker in the social scale, the smaller is 
the frequency of nonstandard forms. 
 The similarities among the three sociolinguistic variables are the most 
striking result of this investigation. They differ in small respects. The late 
adolescent youth form part of the peak for (dh); and (ing) shows a bimodal 
rather than a monotonic function of social class. (ing) is the only variable to show 
an ethnic effect, and negative concord is not influenced by social mobility. 
 On the other hand, there is little resemblance at all between these three 
stable sociolinguistic variables and intervocalic variable (dhv). Figure 3.21 shows 
that there is only one age group that favors the nonstandard form: the 17-18 year 
old group. And all social classes agree in opposing themselves to the lower 
working class in not using it. In other words, intervocalic stops are a clear lower 
working class marker, primarily used in late adolescence. 

3.10. An exploration of social class indicators 
 So far, the analysis has made use of the LCV combined index of 
socioeconomic class (SEC) as described in chapter 2.  The community studies that 
developed and used such indices examined their components in minute detail. 
The Mobilization for Youth Survey, which developed the combined index used 
by LES, constructed and tested alternate indices, and the indicators of 
occupation, education and income were examined individually (Cloward and 
Ohlin 1960). The LES study presents data on individual indicators and several 
alternative ways of combining them. Similar considerations went into the 
construction of social class indicators in the studies of Detroit, Norwich, Panama 
City and Montreal, with different results for different communities. 
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  The basic concept involved is that of a socioeconomic hierarchy, not a 
discrete set of identifiable classes. In order to test the hypothesis of the LCV 
study—the existence of a curvilinear social class pattern in change from below—
it is necessary to divide that hierarchy into at least four sections. The 
independent variables of occupation, education and house value adopted by the 
LCV study of Philadelphia are different measures of the relative positions of a 
speaker in that hierarchy which allow us to make such provisional divisions. 
They are not themselves determinants of social class, a concept that involves the 
more subjective component of status, and the more elusive fact of power. In the 
final interpretation, there may be evidence for discontinuities in that hierarchy, 
but so far, the tables of chapter 2 show a continuous range of SEC values  
 The three types of indicators have three different relations to a speaker's 
life trajectory and life chances. The New York City study showed that they had 
different relations to linguistic variables that reflected these differences. 
Occupation is most closely linked to family background, and tends to be the 
strongest determinant of linguistic patterns established early in life, like (dh). On 
the other hand, educational status changes continuously throughout the early 
years, and education is linked more closely with superposed variables that are 
acquired later in life, like NYC (r). Income changes the most and reflects the most 
recent socioeconomic position of a speaker; it therefore tends to have the weakest 
relation to linguistic patterns. Thus individuals who do not fit into the typical 
range of their social class are frequently those who show status incongruence 
among the indicators: for example, a plumber whose income and residence 
shows recently acquired prosperity may display linguistic features more typical 
of his earlier career.26 
 This section will examine the different components of the LCV index with 
the three stable sociolinguistic variables. The results of the second regression will 
form the base for comparing the view of the community given by each indicator 
for each variable in each style, eliminating all non significant independent 
variables. The entire adult age range will form the residual reference group 
against which the various divisions of age groups under 20 will be compared. 
Analyses will then differ as to whether the 8-12 group or the 17-18 group will be 
retained; in all cases, the 13-15 and 16-year-old group will be maintained. The 
familiar variables of gender, South Philadelphia residence, mobility and Jewish 
ethnicity will be retained in their usual place, unless the new analysis reduces 
their significance below the .10 level. 
 The SEC variable will then be removed, and the three separate indicators 
inserted: the 7-level index of occupations, based on the Census categories; the 
number of years of schooling completed; and house values. Each of these will be 
examined for its significance, and removed if it fails to reach the .05 level. 
  

 TWO FORMS OF THE EDUCATIONAL INDICATOR.  
 The presence of large numbers of young speakers in the sociolinguistic 
sample raises a question about the educational ratings. Consider an eight-year-
old member of a King of Prussia family in the third grade. The father may have 
an educational level of 18, the mother 14. If we assign the rating of 3, this speaker 
will have the same rating as an 84 year old Irishman who quit school at the age of 
                                                
26See the case of Emilio D. in Labov 1966:478-479. 



Chapter 3 Stable sociolinguistic variables Page 40 

9 to go to work. Yet everything about the family situation leads us to expect that 
this child will reach an educational level equal to or higher than the parents'.  
 The issue is a substantive one, not merely a question of method. If the 
effect of educational level on language is a general cultural pattern, a set of 
attitudes towards language and language learning, the child should be assigned 
the same rating as the parents. If on the other hand, educational influences 
language according to what is actually learned in school, year by year, then we 
should use the third grade as the educational level, and stick to the basic 
definition: years of schooling completed. 
 Two separate indices were constructed: one of the child's actual grade 
level (Ed1), the other assigning to him or her the parents' educational level (Ed2). 
Educational level was not significant in many analyses; but significant or not, 
there was no single case in which the Ed2 index was more highly correlated with 
the linguistic variable than the Ed1 index, and none in which the Ed2 index was 
itself significant. The conclusion is clear. In this community, and perhaps 
elsewhere as well, the effect of education is cumulative. Children’s use of 
linguistic variables is determined by how much schooling they have received, 
not the general educational milieu of the family. 
 
 Table 3.7 presents two analyses of (dh) in careful speech. The relevant 
lines for comparison are shown in bold. Among the three indicators, occupation 
was the only one selected. The coefficient of -8.44 may be multiplied by 5 (the 
range of the index, which runs from 0 to 5) to show an effect of -51: one quarter 
of the possible range of 200. The standard error is 2.74, and the t-ratio, the 
number of standard errors in the coefficient is therefore -3.08. With an n of 151, 
and eight significant factors, this has 143 degrees of freedom, and the probability 
of this being due to chance is 1 out of 400. The F-ratio of this analysis is 17.8, and 
the adjusted r2 is 47.3, indicating that it accounts for 47.3% of the variation. 
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TABLE 3.7.  
Comparison of Socio-economic indicators for (dh) in careful speech 
 
Analysis A: using occupation, education, house value 
Variable Coefficient Effect Std Err  t-ratio Prob 
8-12 24.80  8.68 2.85 0.0050 
13-15 23.75  8.12 2.92 0.0040 
16 77.44  12.46 6.21  ≤ 0.0001 
17-18 32.11  12.43 2.58 0.0108 
Occ -8.44 -51 2.74 -3.08 0.0025 
Gender -22.18  5.82 -3.81 0.0002 
Mobility -8.34  3.43 -2.43 0.0162 
So. Phila 29.75  6.08 4.90  ≤ 0.0001 
 
r2 = 47.3 n = 151 
 
Analysis B: using SEC 
Variable Coefficient Effect s.e. t-ratio Prob 
8-12 27.98  8.57 3.26 0.0014 
13-15 28.80  8.17 3.53 0.0006 
16 75.40  12.30 6.13  ≤ 0.0001 
17-18 38.06  11.85 3.21 0.0016 
SEC -4.00 -52 1.052 -3.80 0.0002 
Gender -23.56  5.70 -4.13  ≤ 0.0001 
Mobility -7.438  3.39 -2.19 0.0299 
So. Phila 25.46  6.28 4.05  ≤ 0.0001 
 
r2 = 48.9 n = 151 F-ratio = 17.8. 
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 The bottom half of the table compares this result with one in which the 
combined SEC index is entered instead of the three separate indicators. We can 
compare the bold line with the first analysis; all the other figures vary only 
slightly. The regression coefficient for SEC is -4.00. This is much less than that for 
occupation, but the effect is almost the same, since the maximum range for SEC 
is 13 (15 - 2), and 13*-4.00 is -52. The standard error is slightly less, so that the t-
ratio is larger, and the resulting probability is 1 out of 5000 instead of 1 out of 
400. The F-ratio is slightly larger (19 as against 17.8), and the amount of variation 
explained is a bit higher (48.9% as against 47.3%). 
 Both analyses are excellent in terms of the amount of variation explained; 
SEC and occupation are almost equivalent. This implies that the other two 
indicators, education and house value, are contributing very little. In spite of the 
fact that the SEC analysis has a slight edge, the simpler indicator of Occupation 
would be preferable—if this were a consistent pattern across variables and styles.  
 In general, occupation accounts for more of the variance than the other 
two indicators, and it is a significant contributor in five of the six comparisons. 
But examining the six cases carefully, a variety of configurations appears. Table 
3.8 compares the socioeconomic indicators for the three stable variables in both 
casual and careful speech, extracted from analyses that follow the procedures of 
Table 3.8. 
Table 3.8. Comparison of SEC and Individual Indicators in regression analyses of three 

stable sociolinguistic variables 

 Variable Coeff. Effect Std. Err.  t-ratio Prob F r2 
(dh) careful 
 Occ -8.44 -50 2.74 -3.08 .0025 17.8 47.3 
 SEC -4.00 -48 1.05 -3.80 .0002 19.0 48.9 
(dh) casual 
 House -12.00 -48 2.72 -4.40 .0001 16.5 44.9 
 SEC -5.42 -70 1.20 -4.53 .0001 16.7 45.3 
(neg) careful 
 Occ 7.19 -36 1.92 -3.74 .0003 14.4 34.7 
 SEC -3.35 -43 0.70 -4.81 .0001 17.3 37.6 
(neg) casual 
 Occ -10.37 -52 2.26 -4.03 .0001 9.27 29.1  
 Ed -2.81 -48 1.35 -2.08 .0393  
 SEC -5.58 -73 0.94 -5.96 .0001 13.1 32.0 
(ing) careful 
 Occ -10.26 -51 1.96 -5.24 .0001 16.3 39.4 
 Ed -3.24 -55 0.71 -4.56 .0001 
 SEC -4.53 -59 0.73 -6.23 .0001 16.8 31.1 
(ing) casual 
 Occ -8.95 -44 1.64 -5.47 .0001 10.4 22.1 
 SEC -3.52 -46 0.65 -4.83 .0001 8.77 18.0 
   
  
.  
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 The first two lines repeat the result of Table 3.6. For (dh) in casual speech, 
a different situation appears. Instead of occupation, the only indicator selected is 
house value. The coefficient is large, -12. This is multiplied by 4 to show the 
effect, since house values range from 1 to 5. The resulting effect is about the same 
level as for occupation in careful speech, though considerably lower in effect 
than SEC. The standard error is slightly more than a third of the coefficient, so 
the probability is quite low. On the whole, house value does an excellent job of 
constraining the variable—but this is the only case where it turns out to be 
significant. In all other analyses, house value is small and uncorrelated with the 
linguistic variable. This is surprising, since as Table 2.3 shows, the 
neighborhoods are more clearly stratified by house values than any other feature. 
However, it does correlate with the reasoning advanced above: that the value of 
the house a person is living in is in general adjusted more recently than the other 
indicators, and not likely to determine a linguistic pattern that was established 
early in life. 
 The situation with (neg) in careful speech is about the same as for (dh) in 
careful speech. Occupation is the only significant indicator, and it operates at the 
.03 level. On the other hand, the effect of SEC is larger, and the standard error is 
proportionately smaller, so that the probability is three times smaller, and the F-
ratio higher. For (neg) in casual speech, occupation has a strong effect, and 
educational level is also significant at the .05 level. The combined F-ratio is 
however not large, only 9.27, and the percent of variation explained is only 29.1. 
SEC alone does not amount to as large an effect, but the probability is low and 
the F-ratio is higher. 
 For the third variable, (ing), two indicators are selected in careful speech: 
occupation and education, both highly significant. The SEC index does not have 
as great an effect as these two combined, and the amount of variance explained is 
less. Finally, the configuration for (ing) in casual speech repeats the most 
common situation of this table. Occupation is the only indicator selected, and the 
effect is almost as great as for the combined SEC index. 
 Among the socioeconomic indicators, occupation is clearly the most 
influential factor, followed by educational level, while house value has the least 
influence. Throughout, we see that the stratification of the socioeconomic 
hierarchy is clearest in careful speech; as we approach the vernacular, the 
differences between the strata are reduced. In Table 3.7, occupation is the 
strongest indicator in the three analyses of careful speech; in casual speech, each 
variable shows a different pattern.  
 Given the strength of occupation in the analysis of stable sociolinguistic 
variables in careful speech, it would be unreasonable not to examine its value as 
an analytical tool in the study of change in progress in the chapters to follow. 
Where occupation is a strong determinant, it can be linked to social processes 
more easily than the combined index. But it is clear that the combined index is 
more regular and reliable than any one indicator. For each variable, and each 
style, SEC is a strong and reliable influence, from 40 to 70% of the range of the 
variable, well below the .001 level of significance. In all cases but one, the SEC 
index also yields higher F ratios and higher r2. If we were to adopt occupation as 
the sole measure of social class, no stratification of (dh) in casual speech would 
appear at all. If we were to enter all three indicators into each analysis, as we 
have done in the first half of each variable of Table 3.7, the result will be a varied 
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and miscellaneous configuration. Beyond the general predominance of 
occupation, there is no pattern visible yet that would allow us to predict when 
house value or education is a significant influence. 
 The stability of SEC as a measure of social class goes beyond the data of 
Table 3.7. In carrying out the various regressions, one can observe the stability of 
an independent variable by the amount it changes when other variables are 
added or removed. A robust variable like SEC remains significant as the array of 
other variables changes. But the weight and significance of education and house 
value change radically as we enter or remove other variables.  
 It may seem mysterious at first that a combined index is superior to 
occupation even when the two other indicators are not significant. But even 
when the over-all effect of house value and education does not determine the 
behavior of a linguistic variable, these indicators serve to correct and compensate 
for idiosyncratic effects and uncertainties in the socioeconomic classifications. A 
person's occupation may be wrongly rated or it may not have the usual influence 
on speech. The assignment of the occupation of the breadwinner to wives who 
are not working, or children, is bound to introduce uncertainties. The assignment 
of the same house value to everyone living in that house is not subject to the 
same uncertainty, even if it has less effect on speech. The combined index 
therefore achieves a stability that makes it superior to any one indicator. 

 10. Conclusion 
 The results of this examination of stable sociolinguistic variables have 
provided a base line against which we can measure the evidence for change in 
progress. The first step in testing the curvilinear hypothesis is to see if it is true 
that stable variables show a monotonic distribution along the socioeconomic 
hierarchy, and a flat distribution across age levels. Despite the appearance of a 
significant age factor in the first regression, it is now established that the age 
distribution is flat in the adult range for stable sociolinguistic variables, and that 
the higher levels of nonstandard forms predicted for younger speakers are 
concentrated in late adolescence.  
 The alignment with the socioeconomic hierarchy has been demonstrated 
in a number of tables and diagrams. Once age is taken into account, there is a 
marked tendency towards a binary division of social class for the stable 
sociolinguistic variables (Figure 3.10, Figure 3.15). Figure 3.10 indicates that the 
intermediate position of the upper working class for (dh) in Figure 3.6 is largely a 
product of interaction with age: young speakers under 17 are aligned with the 
lower working class, while those over 17 are at the middle class level. This 
shifting allegiance of the upper working class shows up in a number of other 
sociolingistic studies, as in the (ing) pattern in Norwich (Figure 3.6) or the 
subjective reaction pattern in South Harlem (Figure 8.5 in Labov 1972). The 
monotonic function of social class is largely a product of the sensitivity of the 
upper working class to the norms maintained by the lower middle class. For the 
adult population, stratification is montonic, if not evenly spaced across the 
socioeconomic hierarchy. The original formulation of this half of the curvilinear 
hypothesis should then be modified to read: 
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Stable linguistic variables are not a function of age among adults, 
but are a monotonic function of social class. 
 

 Later chapters will explore more deeply the relation of gender to these 
patterns, since it is not to be expected that the single regression factor used in this 
chapter does justice to the interaction of gender with age and social class. We will 
also look more deeply at the significance of the adolescent peak for the problem 
of transmission of linguistic change across generations. The next step, however, 
is to carry out a comparable analysis for those linguistic variables that show 
evidence of change in progress. These are mostly elements of the Philadelphia 
vowel system. Unlike the stable sociolinguistic variables, they are involved in a 
complex series of mutual systematic relationships. That system will be 
considered as a whole in the following chapter, before carrying out the analysis 
of change in progress in Chapter 5. 
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