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ABSTRACT 

 A great deal of scholarly research has addressed the issue of dialect mapping in the 

United States. These studies, usually based on phonetic or lexical items, aim to present an overall 

picture of the dialect landscape. But what is often missing in these types of projects is an 

attention to the borders of a dialect region and to what kinds of identity alignments can be found 

in such areas. This lack of attention to regional and dialect border identities is surprising, given 

the salience of such borders for many Americans. This salience is also ignored among 

dialectologists, as nonlinguistsô perceptions and attitudes have been generally assumed to be 

secondary to the analysis of ñrealò data, such as the phonetic and lexical variables used in 

traditional dialectology. 

 Louisville, Kentucky is considered as a case study for examining how dialect and 

regional borders in the United States impact speakersô linguistic acts of identity, especially the 

production and perception of such identities. According to Labov, Ash, and Boberg (2006), 

Louisville is one of the northernmost cities to be classified as part of the South. Its location on 

the Ohio River, on the political and geographic border between Kentucky and Indiana, places 

Louisville on the isogloss between Southern and Midland dialects. Through an examination of 

language attitude surveys, mental maps, focus group interviews, and production data, I show that 

identity alignments in borderlands are neither simple nor straightforward. Identity at the border is 

fluid, complex, and dynamic; speakers constantly negotiate and contest their identities. The 

analysis shows the ways in which Louisvillians shift between Southern and non-Southern 

identities, in the active and agentive expression of their amplified awareness of belonging 

brought about by their position on the border.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

1 Overview 

The objective of this dissertation is to gain a better understanding of the ways in which 

regional identity is perceived and constructed linguistically at dialect borders in the United 

States, using Louisville, Kentucky as an example border situation. These dialect borders are 

usually depicted as static, with a linguistic feature present on one side and absent on the other. 

Based on the previous research on borderlands, I suggest that a fluidity and hybridity of 

identities, much like that described in the third space literature (e.g. Bhabha 1994, Bhatt 2008), is 

exhibited in Louisville, which stands in opposition to this static notion. Specifically, this study a) 

explores how border residents categorize their own regional variety of English and b) 

investigates the ways border residents produce and perceive the regional identities attributed to 

them. 

Through the examination of language attitude surveys, mental maps, focus group 

interviews, and production data, I show that the nature of identities at the border is very fluid. 

That is, subjects vary in their attitudes toward and production and perception of certain linguistic 

features in a way that indicates that subjects experience the border as the coming together of at 

least two distinct regions, seemingly choosing to align or disalign with different ones depending 

upon the context of the interaction. 

 This project, then, not only adds to our specific understanding of the linguistic situation 

in Louisville, a rather understudied locale, but it also extends and expands our understanding of 

language and identity construction and the particular case of the effects of borders on such 

identities.  
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1.1 Introduction to the Research Problem 

Dialect mapping is the practice of dialectologists and sociolinguists aimed at defining 

dialect boundaries within a given area. These maps are typically created based on large survey 

projects where fieldworkers collect data about speakersô pronunciation or lexical inventory. 

There is a rather long history of dialect mapping in the United States. For instance, as early as 

1930, The Linguistic Atlas of the United States and Canada was launched, and Hans Kurath took 

the lead in organizing the project (Chambers and Trudgill 1980).  

 The ultimate goal in these types of dialect mapping projects is to present a clear picture of 

how dialects are divided within the country. But dialectologists do not always agree on where to 

draw the lines. For example, while most scholars agree on the three major dialect divisions of 

North, South, and West, which correspond to the vowel patterns presented in Labov (1991), there 

is some dispute about the existence of a Midland region and the appropriate divisions therein (cf. 

Kurath 1949, Bailey 1968, Carver 1987, Davis and Houck 1992, Johnson 1994, Frazer 1994). 

These types of disagreements affect how dialectologists classify other parts of the 

country, including where the northern boundary of the South is drawn. There is a long tradition 

of claiming that the Ohio River serves as this northern border (i.e. Carver 1987, Labov 1991, 

Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006). For example, in Labov, Ash, and Bobergôs (2006) Atlas of North 

American English (ANAE), the line around the South, based on monophthongization or glide 

deletion in the diphthong /ai/ in pre-voiced and open contexts, reaches just along the northern 

border of Kentucky, the path of the Ohio River, as can be seen in Figure 1. This fact is of 

particular interest in this dissertation, as the Ohio River also serves as the political and 

geographic border between Kentucky and Indiana, where Louisville is located. 
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Figure 1 ï Boundary of the South in ANAE (Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006: Interactive maps), arrow added 

What is most interesting about this map is that Louisville is represented as a cluster of 

two points, one red and one yellow, at the intersection of the red and orange lines (i.e. at the 

border between Southern and Midland dialects). The different colors for these two points 

indicate that one speaker exhibited monophthongization while the other did not, thus making the 

positioning of Louisville as a Southern city seem somewhat arbitrary. Further results on /ai/ 

monophthongization and its variation in Louisville (Cramer 2009) support the claim that the 

situation on the isogloss border is more complicated than the ANAE suggests. 

Furthermore, when the area around the Ohio River is classified as Midland instead, 

scholars suggest that much of what is found here is not unique to the region, claiming that all 

features are found in the North or South (Kurath and McDavid 1961), that it serves as a transition 

zone (Davis and Houck 1992, Johnson 1994), and that ñ[t]he lack of regularity in the Ohio 

Valley Midland is thus a simple reflection of the fact that the total Midland area is characterized 

as much by being not Northern and not Southern as it is by a body of uniform and universally 
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used vocabularyò (Dakin 1971: 31). These notions together hint at a situation similar to that of 

the bilingual, as described by Woolard (1999), where the processes of simultaneity and bivalency 

become relevant for the production of identity. That is, a speaker in this region might be 

expected to produce some sort of identity that is Southern and, at the same time, non-Southern. 

This paints a picture of a rather complex locale for linguistic investigation. What is more, 

the act of drawing lines around areas, or more precisely, groups of people, and giving them 

names like ñSouthò or ñMidlandò based on phonetic and lexical differences ignores the fact that 

those lines necessarily imply group belonging and group distinction. At the collision point of two 

isoglosses, then, we find border regions, areas portrayed as ñzone[s] between stable placesò 

(Rosaldo 1988: 85; Appadurai 1988: 19), or third spaces (e.g. Bhabha 1994, Bhatt 2008), which 

serve as dynamic sites for identity construction. In much of the previous dialectology research, 

this question of identity has been left relatively unexplored. 

In particular, little work has been done on identity construction at regional or dialect 

borders. Most studies dealing with border identities draw on national borders, like, for example, 

the U.S.-Mexico border (cf. Alvarez 1995, Pletsch de García 2006) or the Ireland-Northern 

Ireland border (Zwickl 2002), and much of this research deals with aspects of identity not 

necessarily connected to language. For instance, Flynn (1997) explores the negotiation of a 

border identity on the Bénin-Nigeria border in the context of transborder trade. In fact, as 

Alvarez (1995) notes, many early border studies dealt with immigration, folklore, and cultural 

products in order to address aspects of identity conflict at the border. Only relatively recently, in 

works like Bejarano (2006), have scholars recognized the extent to which language, identity, and 

borderlands are related. 
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One study in England (Llamas 2007), however, does demonstrate that a regional border 

can serve as a dynamic site for identity construction through linguistic practices. In 

Middlesbrough, a city located on a regional and dialect border in Northern England, speakers not 

only vary in their production of linguistic variables but also in their attitudes toward the varieties 

spoken nearby, such that a generational shift is evident in the construction of particular regional 

identities. Yet, despite the salience regional identity and dialect variation in the United States has 

for many Americans, as evidenced by popular documentaries like American Tongues (Alvarez 

and Kolker 1988) and Do You Speak American? (Cran 2005), little research has examined how 

regional borders impact identity construction, especially through linguistic means. 

To fill this gap in the literature, Louisville, Kentucky is presented as a case study for 

examining how dialect and regional borders in the United States impact speakersô identity 

production and perception. According to the dialect map produced by Labov, Ash, and Boberg 

(2006), Louisville is one of the northernmost cities to be classified as part of the South. Its 

location on the Ohio River, on the political and geographic border between Kentucky and 

Indiana, places Louisville on the isogloss between Southern and Midland dialects. In addition to 

these political, geographical, and linguistic facts which place Louisville at the border, certain 

historical, cultural, and perceptual issues also point to Louisvilleôs status as a border town. All of 

these borders are considered in the examination of Louisvilliansô identity positionings. 

It is not enough, however, to point to external factors in creating an understanding of 

Louisville as a border town. We have to discover whether people in Louisville recognize this 

border nature. While this question is addressed in my dissertation, we can turn to some anecdotal 

evidence that indicates the importance of this border in the imagination of many Louisvillians. 
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Louisvilleôs position on a regional border seems to be clear to residents of the town. For 

instance, when Cramer (2010) asked Louisville participants in a study on styles and stereotypes 

in the South about the position of Kentucky in the regional geography of the United States, one 

participant exclaimed, ñMan! We are just right on the border!ò Also, blogs, polls, and other 

forums online present varying positions on the question of Louisvilleôs regional affiliation; for 

example, a poll at City-Data.com asked the question ñLouisville, KYésouthern or midwestern?ò 

with the majority of people selecting Midwestern (City-Data.com 2007), while 

SkyscraperPage.com asked a similar question with the majority of responses pointing to 

Southern (SkyscraperPage.com 2008). Even more telling than the number of responses is the 

content of the forum posts, which further suggest the border experience of residents. 

So, ultimately, the question remains as to how this border influences the production and 

perception of identities. Using Louisville as an example, this study explores this topic further and 

provides some insight into border effects on identity. 

1.2 Research Questions 

As noted above, Louisville has been portrayed as geographically, politically, 

linguistically, historically, culturally, and perceptually located at a border. But when thinking 

about ways of speaking, one needs to ask whether Louisvillians acknowledge this border, or 

whether they feel certain about Louisvilleôs place on the linguistic map of the United States. To 

have a clearer picture of how Louisvillians experience their own regional identity, it is important 

to recognize where Louisvillians see themselves as belonging. But we must examine more than 

just the labels they employ in discussing regional varieties of English. To know if Louisvillians 

see their categorizations of Louisville as appropriate, we must also understand speakersô 
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ideologies about the different categories they depict. The first research question and subsequent 

specific questions explore this matter: 

1. How do Louisvillians understand and label regional varieties of English spoken in the 

United States? 

 a. Where do they place Louisville in terms of its regional linguistic identity?  

b. Do they represent the same border nature of Louisville in their distinctions that 

has been previously represented in traditional dialectology? 

c. What ideologies about regional varieties of English are currently circulating in the 

community in question? What ideologies do Louisvillians have about the 

particular variety spoken in Louisville? What are the linguistic ideologies that 

they use to rationalize their various identity positionings? 

Once the on-the-ground categories have been established, we can then examine how 

these categories are realized linguistically in the production of certain linguistic variables 

associated with different regional varieties of English. That is, we can examine how well the 

categorizations made by non-linguists match up to those made by dialectologists. Specifically, 

since dialect maps often position Louisville as part of the Southern dialect region, we must 

examine production data for elements of Southern speech, like the Southern Vowel Shift (cf. 

Fridland 1998; Fridland 2001; Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006). Since this dissertation is 

concerned also with the production of regional identity, it is also important to examine the ways 

in which regional identity is mobilized through speakersô selection of particular variables. The 

following questions will guide the investigation of these issues: 

2. Looking at linguistic features taken from traditional dialectology, do speakers from 

Louisville use Southern or non-Southern linguistic features? 
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a. How does the use of particular variants influence a speakerôs identity alignments? 

That is, in which contexts do speakers use which particular variants? 

b. Do the patterns of production of such features match up with the labels given to 

varieties of English by Louisvillians? Do the patterns of production of such 

features match up with traditional dialect boundaries established by 

dialectologists? 

The production data alone, however, will not provide a complete picture of regional 

identity in Louisville. Since identities are not only produced but also interpreted in specific ways, 

it is also important to know how Louisvillians perceive the regional identities expressed by other 

Louisvillians. Answers to the following questions will lead us to a better understanding of 

regional identity in Louisville: 

3. How do Louisvillians perceive the identities of other speakers from Louisville? 

a. Can Louisvillians correctly identify a speaker as being from Louisville? If not, in 

which region(s) do they place other Louisvillians? 

b. How does this perception compare to their perception of speakers from nearby 

locales, like Indianapolis or Nashville, that tend to fall stereotypically into non-

Southern and Southern dialect regions, respectively? 

Gaining answers to these questions will not only help us to better understand the specific 

linguistic situation in Louisville; the answers will provide some insight into the dynamic nature 

of linguistic (and other) borders, pointing specifically to the ways in which identity work is 

interactionally located and ideologically produced in the space between relatively stable dialect 

areas. That is,  
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[w]ithin a language ideology framework, speakersô own comments about language and 

other social phenomena are used as a means of interpreting and understanding linguistic 

variation in the community, thus allowing insight into social psychological motivations 

for sociolinguistic differences that may be otherwise inaccessible to the analyst. (Llamas 

2007: 581) 

1.3 Methodology 

 Several different methodologies, which utilize varying kinds of data, are employed in this 

research project. While this serves as a summary of the data and methodologies included in this 

project, further information can be found in Chapter 4. 

To address the issues discussed in my first research question, I draw on the models of 

mental mapping discussed in much of the Folk Dialectology research (cf. Preston 1989, 1999). In 

this part of the project, subjects received a map of a region of the United States (like the one in 

Figure 2) and were asked to draw lines around areas they consider to be dialect regions. Based on 

the labels employed in this map, subjects also completed a language attitudes survey.  

 

Figure 2 ï Map used in mental mapping project 
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The production data, which also serve as the stimuli for the perception experiments, come 

from an original SOAPnet reality television show, Southern Belles: Louisville (Livecchi and 

Bull 2009). The show, described as a ñdocusoapò or ñdocudramaò, follows the lives of five 

Louisville women in their 20s and 30s, detailing their experiences as friends, as professionals, 

and as bachelorettes. The data consists of more than seven hours of broadly transcribed video. 

For the analysis of the production of identity, I examined this data for specific phonetic features 

typically associated with Southern dialect areas. Specifically, I examined the data for features of 

the Southern Vowel Shift (cf. Fridland 1998; Fridland 2001; Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006), 

claiming that the presence of particular features serve as indexes of certain identities. I present an 

acoustic analysis of the speech of each of the five women, discussing in detail how each 

subjectôs vowel space differs depending upon the context of the interaction. 

As noted above, the same data serves as the stimuli for the perception experiments. In the 

first experiment, subjects listened to a short segment of speech from the show
1
 and were asked to 

pinpoint on a map where they believed the speaker to be from. Subjects were asked to provide a 

point of origin for all five women from the show. Based on the results of this first part of the 

experiment, the speaker who was most frequently identified as being from or from near the 

Louisville area was used as the production sample in a second perceptual experiment. Subjects in 

this experiment were divided into three focus groups. Each group heard the same segment of 

speech, but each group was given slightly differing social information (Niedzielski 1999). While 

one group knew that the speaker was from Louisville, the two other groups were told that the 

speaker was from a distinctly Southern city (Nashville) or a distinctly Midwestern city 

(Indianapolis). Focus group interviews centered on group reactions to and ideologies about the 

                                                 
1
 Video was not included, as the show features many scenic shots of the Louisville area, and it is unclear how 

popular the show is or how well-known the women are in Louisville. 
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speaker, and discourse analytic methods were used to analyze the data collected during this 

experiment. 

2 Summary of Results 

 Overall, the dissertation reveals that people in Louisville do not have a uniform way of 

classifying their city in terms of regional identity. This lack of uniformity suggests that 

Louisvillians see themselves as located at a border, or at the intersection of at least two cultures 

in the linguistic landscape of the United States. The identity alignments in these borderlands are 

neither simple nor straightforward; instead, they can best be described as fluid, dynamic, and 

complex. Within interactions, we see Louisvillians constantly contesting and negotiating the 

identities attributed to them. They seem to shift in and out of regional identities with ease, 

producing both Southernness and non-Southernness in their linguistic production and perception 

of identities. 

 This dissertation makes certain empirical, theoretical, and methodological contributions 

to the field. In terms of empirical contributions, this research project adds significantly to the 

discussion of regional identity in the United States, bringing to light some of the problems 

associated with static understandings of regionality. Additionally, Louisville in particular, and 

Kentucky as a whole, has been given very little attention in linguistic research. The main 

theoretical importance of this dissertation for the field of sociolinguistics is that it shows how 

identities in the borderlands are fluid and dynamic, and it indicates how these identities are both 

produced and perceived by Louisvillians. Methodologically, I have incorporated new ways of 

analyzing the different types of data I have collected, in order to make them more quantitatively 

sophisticated yet still qualitatively interesting. 
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3 Organization of Dissertation 

 The remainder of the dissertation is organized as follows: 

Chapter 2 ï Review of the Literature 

 In this chapter, I present the relevant literature on dialect maps and features, language and 

identity, border studies and identity, language ideologies, and folk linguistics, focusing on the 

theoretical and methodological frameworks to be used in the research. I address areas that have 

been left relatively understudied and indicate how this dissertation serves to fill certain gaps in 

these areas of study.  

Chapter 3 ï About Louisville 

 This chapter serves to demonstrate that Louisville is, in fact, located in a border region by 

presenting a discussion of the specific geo-political, socio-historical, linguistic, perceptual, and 

cultural situation present in the city. This information indicates that the investigation of linguistic 

practices and language attitudes at such a border can provide interesting insights into general 

identity construction and the more specific effects of borders on these identity positionings. 

Chapter 4 ï Research Design 

 In Chapter 4, I present the research design for this project. I discuss each of the individual 

research projects, particularly as they pertain to the research questions identified above. I also 

provide a detailed description of the subjects recruited, the types of data used in this study, the 

data collection methods, and the analysis procedures. 

Chapter 5 ï Perceptual Dialectology in Louisville 

 In this first data analysis chapter, I explore the ways in which Louisvillians understand 

the linguistic landscape of the United States. Following the work of Dennis Preston (cf. 1989, 

1999), this study examines the folk perceptions about dialectal variation among participants in 
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Louisville, examining not only the mental maps they draw, but also the labels they employ for 

the varying dialects of English they distinguish and their attitudes towards those varieties. The 

findings of this study show that Louisvillians categorize their city in a few ways: 1) the city is 

given no regional designation; 2) the city is considered its own separate variety; or 3) the city is 

positioned as being located at a border. 

Chapter 6 ï The Southern Vowel Shift and the Production of Identity 

 Chapter 6 is an analysis of the vowel systems of the five Louisville women from the 

SOAPnet reality television show Southern Belles: Louisville (Livecchi and Bull 2009). The 

analysis examines how regional identity is realized in the production of certain linguistic 

variables. Specifically, since dialect maps often position Louisville as part of the Southern 

dialect region, I explore the level of participation among these speakers in certain aspects 

associated with Southern speech. The results show that the use or non-use of Southern variants is 

rather chaotic and the choice in variant is not straightforwardly linked to expressions of 

Southernness in context. 

Chapter 7 ï Perceiving Louisville 

 This chapter reveals, through the examination of perceptual data, that regional identity 

affiliations at the border are fluid, complex, and dynamic. The first perceptual experiment seeks 

to show whether Louisvillians can accurately identify a speaker as being from Louisville, based 

on sound alone. The second experiment involves focus group reactions to a segment of speech 

from the speaker selected in the first perceptual experiment as the one from nearest to Louisville. 

Three focus groups were recruited, and each group was given varying information as to her point 

of origin: one group knew she was from Louisville, one group was told she was from 

Indianapolis, and another group was told she was from Nashville. Even with these varying 
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understandings of the speaker, I show that Louisvillians have mixed feelings about the regional 

position of Louisville. 

Chapter 8 ï Conclusions 

 The final chapter of the dissertation serves as the conclusion to the research project. Here, 

I summarize the general results, describe the contributions made by the dissertation research, 

discuss any problems encountered during the research project, and examine possible areas for 

further research. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  

1 Overview 

 A great deal of scholarly research has addressed the issue of dialect mapping in the 

United States. These studies, usually based on phonetic or lexical items, aim to present an overall 

picture of the dialect landscape. But what is often missing in these types of projects is an 

attention to the borders of a dialect region, and on what kinds of identity alignments can be found 

in such areas. This lack of attention to regional and dialect border identities is surprising, given 

the salience of such borders for many Americans. This salience is also ignored among 

dialectologists, as nonlinguistsô perceptions and attitudes have been generally assumed to be 

secondary to the analysis of ñrealò data, such as the phonetic and lexical variables used in 

traditional dialectology. 

The focus of this dissertation, then, is on the ways in which speakers in the borderlands 

produce and reproduce varying indexes of identity. Specifically, with Louisville considered as a 

case study, I examine how dialect and regional borders in the United States impact speakersô 

linguistic acts of identity, especially the production and perception of such identities. The goal is 

to show that identity alignments in borderlands are neither simple nor straightforward. Identity at 

the border is fluid, complex, and dynamic; speakers constantly negotiate and contest their 

identities. The data in this dissertation indicate that Louisvillians shift between Southern and 

non-Southern identities, in the active and agentive expression of their amplified awareness of 

belonging brought about by their position on the border. 

2 Previous Research  

In this section, I present the literature that informs this research, including a brief history 

of dialect mapping in the United States, examining the defining features of the South and the 
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problems associated with dialect classification; an examination of the intersection of language 

and identity, particularly as it relates to dialect; some studies dealing with identity at the border, 

to frame our understanding of borderlands; and an understanding of how language ideologies 

come into consideration in studies of identity. 

2.1 Dialect Maps and Features 

 As noted in Chapter 1, dialectology has a long history in the United States, beginning as 

early as the 1930s with Hans Kurath and The Linguistic Atlas of the United States and Canada. 

This project was divided into several regional surveys spanning several decades, including The 

Linguistic Atlas of New England (Kurath et al. 1939-1943), Kurathôs (1949) Word Geography of 

the Eastern United States, Atwoodôs (1953) A Survey of Verb Forms in the Eastern United 

States, and, perhaps most famously, Kurath and McDavidôs (1961) The Pronunciation of English 

in the Atlantic States. Later works in the same tradition include The Linguistic Atlas of the Upper 

Midwest (Allen 1973-1976), The Linguistic Atlas of the Gulf States (Pederson, McDaniel, and 

Adams 1986-1992), and The Linguistic Atlas of the Middle and South Atlantic States (McDavid 

and OôCain 1980). 

 These types of studies have largely been based on lexical inventories. Another project 

focusing on regional vocabulary is the Dictionary of American Regional English (Cassidy and 

Hall 1985-present), which began in the 1960s. This project includes data from all 50 states and 

has produced several print volumes and an electronic version. Carver (1987) used this data to 

produce a map of American regional varieties of English. 

 More recently, Labov, Ash, and Boberg published The Atlas of North American English 

(ANAE), a rather large-scale project providing ñthe first comprehensive view of the 

pronunciation and phonology of English across the American continentò (2006: 2). Instead of 
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examining lexical inventories, the authors focused on phonetic variables because, as they 

contend, it is really the vowel patterns that distinguish regional dialects of English in the United 

States. Interviews primarily consisting of spontaneous speech and minimal pair word lists were 

conducted via the Telsur project, a telephone survey carried out during the 1990s, which focused 

on area natives and their speech patterns. The project focused on the speech of individuals in 

urban settings, however, only one or two speakers were considered in each location. The authors 

noted that the atlas thus cannot be considered an accurate description of the internal variation 

within a community and claimed that they hope their work would ñstimulate local studies to 

provide a more detailed view of the sociolinguistic and geographic variation in a given areaò 

(2006: 2).  

This call actually serves as one of the driving forces of this research project. If we 

examine the map from the ANAE presented in Chapter 1, and reproduced here below as Figure 

3,  we see that monophthongization of /ai/ (in open and pre-voiced obstruent contexts) serves as 

the defining feature of the South. Louisville is represented as a cluster of two points, one red and 

one yellow, at the intersection of the red and orange border near the top of the map, categorizing 

Louisville as a Southern city. But the different colors for these two points indicate that one 

speaker exhibited monophthongization while the other did not. Thus, the positioning of 

Louisville as Southern seems somewhat arbitrary. 
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Figure 3 - Boundary of the South in ANAE (Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006: Interactive maps), arrow added, 

same as Figure 1 in Chapter 1 

 

The difference in linguistic responses forces a reanalysis of the place of Louisville in the 

dialect map. In a pilot study examining the steady-state patterns for /ai/ among Louisvillians, 

Cramer (2009) showed that speakersô production more closely matched speakers in the Midland 

dialect region and differed from the monophthongal pattern exhibited by Southerners. These 

preliminary results show that the situation on the isogloss border is more complicated than the 

ANAE suggests. 

Since monophthongization of /ai/ is a key feature of the Southern dialect, it is beneficial 

to understand what work has been done in other communities, particularly Southern communities 

as well as other communities which were settled by Southerners. For example, McNair-DuPree 

(2000) examined two populations in the small textile mill town of Griffin, Georgia, located south 

of Atlanta: mill workers and rural farmers. For the mill workers in this community, the standard 

dialect was not necessarily the prestigious one. The mill workers saw their own dialect as 
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something to be proud of and something to mark them as Southern. However, since many of the 

farmers were forced to give up farming, they saw the mill workers as a threat to their personal 

independence, choosing to distance themselves from the changes occurring in the Griffin dialect. 

McNair-DuPree found that /ai/ reduction is variable before voiced and voiceless 

consonants (as in /ra:d/ órideô and /ra:t/ órightô). While most speakers in Griffin tended to lose the 

second element of the diphthong across the board, some variation existed when age and gender 

were considered. Older mill men and women exhibited monophthongization more frequently 

than their rural farmer counterparts in both voiced and voiceless environments. Middle-aged mill 

men had stable variation within the voiced and voiceless environments while the same age group 

of rural men showed a high rate of monophthongization before voiced consonants and a much 

lower rate in voiceless contexts. McNair-DuPree concluded that the speech of older participants 

indicates that ñan occupational distinction once existed in Griffin in the categories of mill versus 

rural affiliationò (2000: 249), but that the middle-aged group seemed to show less distinction 

between the two groups. This can be attributed to the fact that /ai/ reduction provides the desired 

Southern identity marker for the people of Griffin. 

Bailey and Bernstein (1989) took on a rather large project in completing a phonological 

survey of Texas. They examined phonological variation and change in four Texas towns: 

Houston, Bryan, Atmore, and Springville. Their results indicated that the younger generation and 

women were more likely to use the monophthongal form than older people and men. Also, 

whether people lived in urban or rural areas affected their choice, with rural respondents leading 

urban ones in production of the monophthong. 

Anderson (2002) went north to Detroit to explore monophthongization among African-

Americans in the city. She claimed that pre-voiced consonantal [a:], as well as the reduced glide 
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variants [a
æ
] and [a

Ů
], were common markers of Southern speech that appear in the speech of 

African-Americans in Detroit. She operated under the assumption that whites and blacks in the 

South use the monophthong in all environments except before voiceless consonants. She noted 

that some whites in Appalachia and Texas were beginning to reduce the diphthong even in the 

voiceless context, but indicated that this was not a common phenomenon. She claimed that 

Detroit African-Americans reduced diphthongs in this pre-voiceless consonant environment, 

despite the fact that it is not common among speakers of Standard African-American English. 

In Detroit, racial segregation, as a result of ñwhite flight,ò exists between the city and the 

suburbs to a rather large extent. This residential segregation appears to play a role in speech 

differences, as African-Americans who live in the city relate more to the whites of Appalachian 

ancestry who remained in the inner city than to the suburban whites. 

In Andersonôs study, two interviewers collected data from 27 speakers ranging in age 

from 20 to 81. Most black participants classified themselves as Southern. Older speakers tended 

to use the standard dialect, without pre-voiceless consonant monophthongization. Younger 

speakers, however, tended to use the monophthong in the voiceless context. Anderson concluded 

that this was a sort of dialect leveling, which indexes a desire among this community to distance 

itself from the Northern whites and align with its Southern heritage. 

It is clear that monophthongization of /ai/ has been a relatively important change in 

Southern speech. Ultimately, it serves as ñthe most likely candidate for a structural delimitation 

of the outer limits of the Southern dialect regionò (Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006: 127).
2
 It has 

also been claimed (e.g. Feagin 1986, Fridland 1998, 2000, Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006) that 

                                                 
2
 Labov, Ash, and Boberg provide one caveat about using /ai/ monophthongization as the delimiting factor of the 

South: ñA considerable amount of glide deletion is found just north of the red isogloss, in Midland cities close to the 

South. However, in these communities /ay/ glides are deleted only before resonants (nasals and liquids), in time, 

nine, tire, mile, etc.ò (125, 127). See Frazer (1978), among others, for further discussion of Southern features in 

Midland areas. 
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this phenomenon is the pivotal change in the Southern vowel system that leads to a series of 

further movements called the Southern Vowel Shift. The Southern Vowel Shift, or Southern 

Shift, is a phenomenon involving a ñpossibly interrelated series of rotations in vowel space 

currently underway in the dialects of southern speakers in the United Statesò (Fridland 

2000:267).  

Labov (1991), Feagin (1986), and Fridland (1998) have used the term to refer to two 

different shifts in the vowel system of Southerners. The first shift, sometimes referred to as the 

Back Shift, refers to the back vowels becoming more like front vowels. Feagin focused on the 

fronting of /u/ and /oᾆ/.
3
 These vowels begin to move toward the front, resembling rounded front 

vowels (like /y/). The fronting of /u/ appears to be more advanced than that of /oᾆ/, and the 

movement of the latter vowel has been said to occur by analogy to the movement of /u/ (Labov 

1994, Fridland 2000). More recent work (e.g. Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006), however, has 

suggested that the Back Shift is found also in the Midland dialect region and is therefore not 

specific to the Southern region. 

The other shift, sometimes referred to as the Front Shift, refers to the front tense and lax 

vowels switching places in the vowel space. This involves the inversion of /i/ and /ὤ/ and /ei/ and 

/ὑ/. The movement of /ei/, which likely occurs because /ai/ moves out of its low, back position, 

happened early in the Front Shift. Its nucleus falls along the non-peripheral track and becomes a 

mid-low lax front vowel (like /ὑ/). This causes /ὑ/ to raise and become diphthongized and 

peripheralized, approaching the former position of /ei/. Like /ei/, /i/ shifts from tense to lax, also 

falling along the non-peripheral track, becoming like /ὤ/. This movement causes /ὤ/ to also raise 

                                                 
3
 Fronting of /oᾆ/ has also been noted in Midland dialects (Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006). 
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and become diphthongized and peripheralized.
4
 Figure 4 is a schematic version of the Front 

Shift, including the movement in /ai/ (Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006). 

 

Figure 4 ï Schematic version of the Front  Shift (Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006) 

 

The Southern Shift was noted in the literature at least as early as Labov, Yaeger, and 

Steiner (1972), who showed the varying patterns of chain shifting in several British and 

American dialects. Despite some disagreement about the timeframe of the Front Shift with 

respect to the Back Shift (Fridland 2000), Bailey (1997) notes that the Back Shift appears to have 

begun at least 50 years prior to the Front Shift. He indicates that the fronting of /u/ likely began 

in the mid-19
th
 century, whereas the lowered, retracted /ei/ does not surface until after 1875, at 

which point it is still relatively variable and does not become stable until 1945. The results in 

Feagin (1986) and Fridland (1998) support this claim, as several subjects in these studies had 

very advanced back vowels even when the front vowels had moved very little. 

The Southern Shift is most interesting if compared to other shifts occurring in American 

dialects. More specifically, the Southern Shift stands in stark opposition to the Northern Cities 

Shift. Feagin noted that Southern speech, because of the Southern Vowel Shift, is becoming even 

more different than other varieties of North American English, stating that ñ[n]ot only do the 

                                                 
4
 Later work, however, has claimed that the Front and Back Shifts are unrelated (Fridland 2000) and considers them 

as separate phenomena (Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006). 
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vowels have quite different values from those of other North American varieties of English, but 

the historical movements or direction of change of Southern vowels is taking those sounds in a 

different direction from the vowels of Northern varietiesò (1986: 83). 

Labov, Ash, and Boberg note, ñThe Southern Shiftéwas identified by studies in 

Knoxville, the Outer Banks, Birmingham, Atlanta, and central Texas, but there was no clear 

indication of how far it extended and where ï if anywhere ï it confronted the Northern Cities 

Shiftò (2006: 5). As we will see below, further studies have been undertaken in areas like 

Alabama, Tennessee, and Kentucky, to see the extent to which the Southern Vowel Shift has 

spread across the South. The Inland South (mostly Appalachia and southern Georgia) and a large 

part of Texas represent the locations where the Southern Vowel Shift is most complete (Labov, 

Ash, and Boberg 2006). 

Setting out to confirm what Labov, Yaeger, and Steiner (1972) claimed about the 

Southern Shift, Feagin (1986) analyzed the speech of white community members in Anniston, 

Alabama, a rather small, rural area. Her goal was to not only confirm the presence of the 

Southern Vowel Shift in her data but also to discover which changes happened first, to determine 

if the change was urban or rural in origin, to show which gender, age group, and classes were 

leading the changes, and to explain the linguistic features behind the change. 

Her results show that, in fact, speakers in the Anniston community are participating in the 

Southern Shift. The Back Shift appeared to be an older, more fully established change, as it was 

found across all ages and social categories, while the Front Shift seemed to be a relatively new, 

yet rapidly moving change. Like Labov before her, Feagin claimed that the shift was rural in 

origin, moving to cities through massive out migration and decreasing agricultural needs. This 
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stands in opposition to the Northern Cities Shift, which is thought to have originated in urban 

areas. Her results indicated that the women were slightly ahead of men in the shift.  

She also noted that the shift was not confined to the working class, as had been suggested 

in previous work. Working class and upper class speakers participate in the shift to some degree, 

indicating a shared phonology. As Fridland points out, the results for the upper class speakers in 

Feaginôs study suggest ñthat the changes occurring in Southern speech are perhaps being adopted 

as incoming norms from below and have not yet reached the level of conscious awareness which 

might cause them to be suppressedò (1998: 62). 

Finally, in discussing how the change occurred internally, Feagin suggests that of the two 

possible mechanisms, a pull chain, where ñéthe ódrawledô short front vowels are pulled 

upwards displacing the traditionally long front vowelsò (Feagin 1986: 92), or a push chain, 

where the movement of the back vowels causes the movement in the front vowels, either 

mechanism could have produced the changes. 

Yet, as Fridland notes, ñthe extent to which large urban centers are affected is at this 

point relatively unknownò (2000: 267). So, Fridland set out to discover the levels of participation 

in the Southern Shift among white speakers in Memphis, Tennessee. Her dissertation (1998) and 

later work (e.g. 2000, 2001) dealt with data from 25 native Memphians of different ages, 

socioeconomic classes, and genders. The goal of this research was to see which vowels were 

affected by the Southern Shift in Memphis, to determine what initiate the changes, and to 

establish the different stages of the shift, also looking at the social categories that affect usage. 

Using Peterson and Barneyôs (1952) description of an unshifted system as the point of 

comparison for her data, Fridland showed that the vowel systems for native Memphians were in 

the process of shifting. She found that the Front Shift appears to be slowing in younger 
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generations, suggesting the shift will not come to completion. The Front Shift was led by males 

and by lower middle and upper working class speakers. Fridland indicated that the Back Shift 

could still move to completion, as /u/ appears to be fronted in all speakersô systems, suggesting 

that it is the older, established shift which may be stable. Women lead the Back Shift, as do 

younger middle middle class speakers and older males. 

Irons (2007) addressed the Southern Vowel Shift in Appalachia, examining three 

generations of speakers in the rural Cumberland Plateau in southeast Kentucky. His results 

indicate, contrary to Fridlandôs results, that the Front Shift is not receding in rural areas as it is in 

urban areas. Instead, for his speakers, the shift is becoming solidified and even expanded. This is 

seen most clearly in the fact that among his speakers, the shifting positions of /i/ and /ὤ/, the least 

common shift in the data of previous studies, is most advanced in his youngest speakers. To 

account for the rural/urban divide, Irons stated: 

égiven that the Southern Shift is receding in apparent time in urban areas, these results 

strongly support the notion that the Southern Shift began as a rural innovation, which 

most likely spread to urban areas from rural areas in a pattern of counterhierarchical 

diffusion. This diffusion most likely occurred as a function of rural out-migration to 

urban centers and successively receded in urban areas, as younger urban speakers 

rejected a rural identity in favor of an urban identity. (2007: 131) 

Finally, turning to what we know about the status of the Southern Vowel Shift in 

Louisville, we can examine how the city is categorized in Labov, Ash, and Bobergôs (2006) Atlas 

of North American English. They define the Southern Vowel Shift in terms of three stages: Stage 

1 ï Monophthongization of /ai/, Stage 2 ï centralization and lowering of /ei/, which is 

accompanied by fronting and raising of /ὑ/, and Stage 3 ï centralization and lowering of /i/, 
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which is accompanied by fronting and raising of /ὤ/. In the map in Figure 5, we see that 

Louisville is represented as only participating in Stage 1 of this shift (see Chapter 1 for a 

discussion of the problem associated with Louisville and monophthongization of /ai/). We can 

look at specific values of F1 and F2 to determine how similar or different Louisville is to the rest 

of the South. For instance, the relative height of F1 of /ὤ/ is higher throughout much of the South, 

but it is in a relatively low position in Louisville (one speaker at 543-603 Hz. range, one at 516-

543 Hz.; the South at 412-487 Hz.). The relative height of F1 in /ὑ/ is higher throughout much of 

the South; in Louisville, it is lower than where it is in the Northern Cities Shift, but still not as 

low as in the South (one speaker at 665-703 Hz. range, one at 624-665 Hz.; the South at 503-624 

Hz.). If we look at the lowering of /ei/, we see that one speaker in Louisville has an F1 value like 

those in the Southern range (between 628-787 Hz.), while the other is slightly higher in the 

vowel space (at 573-628 Hz. range). 
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Figure 5 ï Stages of the Southern Vowel Shift (Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006: 128, Map 11.4), arrow added 

 

In these studies, we see the importance of considering phonetic information in the 

understanding of regional varieties of English. But what is most important about these studies is 

that they undertake the work suggested by traditional dialectology. They more closely consider 

the communities being classified in traditional dialect maps, so as to gain a better understanding 

of the specific sociolinguistic situation that influences speech patterns. 

While these linguistic features are particularly important in constructing dialect maps and 

understanding regional variation, it is of great importance to examine how individual 

communities use these features. And though much of dialectology has been uninterested in 

identity production, there has been some increase in awareness among dialect scholars about the 

importance of certain sociolinguistic and discoursal issues like identity. For example, every 20 
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years, the American Dialect Society (ADS) produces a volume on needed research in American 

dialect studies. In 2003, this publication added aspects of sociolinguistic and discourse analysis 

which had previously been missing in the ADS publication (Preston 2003). Thus, the inclusion of 

articles by Johnstone (2003) and Eckert (2003) suggests a need to turn to identity (particularly as 

it concerns border regions) to gain a better understanding of regional variation, placing emphasis 

on the importance of ethnography. As Eckert explains, ñSurvey studies can give us a general 

map of the linguistic landscape, but they cannot provide us with the meanings that inhabit that 

landscape or the linguistic practices that constitute it. At the same time, ethnographic studies 

cannot transcend the local unless they have a broader structure to orient toò (2003: 116). 

2.2 Language and Identity 

As this dissertation concerns the construction of regional identity, it would be prudent to 

begin with a description of what is meant by the concept of ñidentityò, specifically as it pertains 

to linguistic research. Linguistic studies of identity tend to focus on specific socially constructed 

categories like gender or nationality. The main assumption in the study of identity, particularly in 

linguistic anthropology, is that it is ultimately socially constructed (Bucholtz and Hall 2004). A 

structural perspective, one that assumes the static nature of identities, has been shown to be 

untenable (cf. Holmes 1997, Bucholtz 1999), and the current perspective assumes that identities 

are dynamic and emerge within the context of an interaction ñthrough the combined effects of 

structure and agencyò (Bucholtz 1999: 209). 

Many definitions of the concept have been provided in the literature. One such definition 

is presented in Turner (1999), who has suggested that a social identity is ña personôs definition of 

self in terms of some social group membership with the associated value connotations and 

emotional significanceò (1999: 8). Thus, for Turner, the key fact in identity construction is 
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association with other like-minded individuals, thus suggesting identities are fixed, not 

malleable. 

Bucholtz and Hall (2005), however, explain that ñ[i]dentity is the social positioning of 

the self and otherò (2005: 586). Thus, identity is not only about an individual and how he or she 

is similar to some group; it also includes the ways in which we describe others, which can often 

say more about the individual speaking than it does about the one being described (e.g. 

GalasiŒski and Meinhof 2002), and the ways in which we differentiate ourselves from others.  

The very process by which individuals can say that they belong to a certain group 

requires proving that they do not belong to some other group. But the task of determining what 

separates ñusò from ñthemò is quite difficult. Therefore, in distinguishing themselves, in-group 

members rely on stereotypes, attitudes, and ideologies in describing others. Bucholtz and Hall 

suggest that 

[i]t is not easy for an outside observer to determine when a group of people should be 

classified as óalike,ô nor is it obvious on what grounds such a classification should be 

made, given the infinitude ways in which individuals may vary from one another. Hence, 

externally imposed identity categories generally have at least as much to do with the 

observerôs own identity position and power stakes as with any sort of objectively 

describable social reality. (2004: 370) 

In addition to definitions and processes, we must also discuss the properties and functions 

of identities. Identities are seen as dynamic entities, not static ones, and these identities emerge 

within the context of an interaction (cf. Bucholtz and Hall 2004, 2005). Thus, as two individuals 

engage in discourse, the identities that are relevant for the context emerge as the speaker situates 

him/herself in relation to the hearer. Identities develop, over the course of a personôs life (and, 
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over the course of an interaction), yet an individual is always recognized as the same individual 

(Mühlhäusler and Harré 1990: 16). 

When considering their function for a group, identities are seen as entities that help bind a 

community (Jansen 1999). But identity operates on a number of levels: interactional, 

ethnographic, historical, and political, among others (Bucholtz and Hall 2008). If we look at 

individual identities, we will see that people have many varying identities, thus positioning them 

as members of many groups. That is, speakers have an entire repertoire of identities, and 

different identities are employed in different interactions, based on the goals and desires of the 

individual as well as the social norms governing the context of use. 

These identities come in the form of ethnicity, religion, gender, nationality, and other 

such socially constructed groups (Extra and Yaĵmur 2004). In a great deal of identity studies, the 

focus has been on national identity (cf. Joseph 2004, Martinello 1995). For instance, identity 

becomes of key interest in studies of nation-building; in these situations, the establishment of a 

national identity, through the creation of national symbols like flags and anthems is seen as a 

necessity, to ensure unity and loyalty (Martinello 1995). Establishing an official language can 

also serve as one of these national symbols, making it a key component in national identity. 

Of course, many linguistic studies have dealt with other types of identities as well: gender 

(cf. Bucholtz, Liang, and Sutton 1999, Holmes 1997, Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992); 

religion (cf. Omoniyi and Fishman 2006, Joseph 2004, Zwickl 2002); ethnicity (cf. Joseph 2004, 

Fishman 1999, Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985). In the literature, however, regional identity 

is rather understudied. 

One study that does address the concept of regional identity is Hazen (2002). Though he 

refers to it as ñcultural identityò, Hazen claims that the concept addresses ñhow speakers 
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conceive of themselves in relation to their local and larger regional communitiesò (2002: 241). In 

this study, Hazen examines how speakers of Warren County, North Carolina utilize vernacular 

variants of present and past tense be as indexes of regional identity. He argues that the strong 

correlation between vernacular variants and orientation toward a particular region suggests a 

need for more research on cultural identities. 

As it were, Miller (2008) takes up Hazenôs call and examines regional identity in 

Louisville, Kentucky. Though without the emphasis on how the border impacts regional identity, 

Miller also points to the debate among Louisvillians about their regional position as a reason for 

examining the particular area. He found, in an informal poll, that the labels ñSouthernò and 

ñMidwesternò were used equally frequently. His study focused on how to quantify that which is 

qualitative: identity. He developed a scoring system, called Scova, to quantify the relationship 

between /ai/ monophthongization and the construction of regional identity, showing that, on a 

continuum between Southern and Midwestern (though it is unclear how one could consider these 

as two endpoints on a continuum), those who scored highly on the Southern end were more 

likely to produce the monophthongal variant, while those who scored highly on the Midwestern 

end disfavored the variant. Unfortunately, Miller makes many generalizations about regional 

identity that make his method unsuitable for understanding identity beyond simple correlations 

of features with regional labels. In fact, his concern is that identity research is too qualitative; but 

one cannot explore the true dynamic nature of identity without solid qualitative analysis (in 

addition to the quantitative). 

Other than these few studies, regional identity has been relatively understudied in the 

United States. This is surprising, given the great amount of popular attention given to regional 

dialect variation, as evidenced by documentaries like American Tongues (Alvarez and Kolker 
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1988) and Do You Speak American? (Cran 2005). But it is exactly this salience of regional 

identity that makes it such a fruitful area for research in the United States. 

There are many frameworks available for the analysis of identity in linguistic research. 

One of the major frameworks for identity construction is Le Page and Tabouret-Kellerôs (1985) 

linguistic theory of acts of identity. In this seminal piece, the authors aim to capture the 

generalizations of identity construction and the ways in which linguistic performance aids in this 

construction. Each time we speak, we align with some group, and seek other like-minded 

individuals to join our group. Further, Le Page and Tabouret-Keller suggest that despite our 

desires to align ourselves with different groups, we are constrained by certain factors. They 

indicate that individuals are constrained by their ability 1) to identify the group they wish to join, 

2) to acquire access to the group in order to analyze the behaviors of its members, 3) to have 

sufficient desire to join, and 4) to modify their behaviors to match those of the group (Le Page 

and Tabouret-Keller 1985: 182). 

 We can examine these constraints more closely. To identify with a group, we must be 

able to identify its members and know how the group is delimited. Access to the group requires 

meaningful interaction with members of the group, and through these interactions, one should be 

able to discover the (linguistic) patterns group members follow. A speakerôs motivation, which 

has been called the most important constraint (Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985: 184), is linked 

to the notion of group solidarity. Finally, in modifying oneôs behavior, a speaker is expected to 

approximate the patterns discovered in the second constraint in an acceptable manner (i.e. must 

be accepted by group members). 

 This framework has been used often in the more than two decades since its publication. 

More recently, Hatcher (2008) used this framework in an analysis of a historical change in script 
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in Azerbaijan. Hatcher, in creating a parallel between language choice and script choice, showed 

that selecting one script over another served as an act of identity, but that generational shifts in 

what constitutes an Azerbaijani identity make it such that different script choices align with 

different acts of identity. In another study, Cramer and Hallett (forthcoming) show how hip hop 

artistsô use of lexical items pointing to regional affiliation serve as an act of (regional) identity. 

By exploiting the constraints on identity construction, Ludacris, Nelly, and Kanye West are able 

to create regional connections with their audiences. 

 Another framework often used to discuss language and identity is accommodation theory 

(cf. Giles and Powesland 1975, Giles, Coupland, and Coupland 1991). In this theory, the notions 

of convergence and divergence are used to show how speakers modify their linguistic practices 

in order to more closely resemble or distinguish themselves from their interlocutors. Much like 

acts of identity, this theory focuses on a speakerôs ability to make modifications for his or her 

audience, with an emphasis on the acceptance or rejection of a person as effectively able to 

change. But unlike acts of identity, this theory also points to the external pressures that might 

lead one to modify his or her behavior. For example, if a speaker seeks approval of some sort in 

a social interaction, the speaker is more likely to converge to the speech patterns of the person 

from whom he or she seeks approval. 

 The theory considers four components (Gudykunst 2005): the sociohistorical context, 

which is the reason for the interaction; accommodative orientation, which consists of 

interpersonal and intergroup factors as well as the initial orientation of those in the interaction; 

the immediate situation, or the actual interaction, which is shaped by sociopsychological factors, 

goals, sociolinguistic strategies, behaviors, and attributions; and evaluation and future intentions, 
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which includes the perception of oneôs interlocutor and the effect this perception has on future 

group encounters (i.e. positive interactions likely bring further communication). 

 One recent example of a study that employs accommodation theory is that of Lin and 

Zhang (2008). In this study of difference in conversational topics among groups of young and 

old Taiwanese, the authors found that the themes used in conversation were accommodative in 

nature. Older adults focused conversations with young adults on things associated with the lives 

of young people (i.e. marriage, work, etc.), while they focused on issues of old age (i.e. health, 

exercise, etc.) and their children when talking to peers. These shifts in accommodation show the 

ways in which speakers express age identity in conversation. 

 Bellôs (1984) theory of audience and referee design is another framework that has been 

used in discussions of language and identity. In this theory, much like in accommodation theory, 

a speaker adjusts his or her linguistic practices in response to the audience in the context. And 

while convergence and divergence are still considered important, what seems more prominent is 

the composition of the audience. Bell distinguishes between addressees, auditors, overhearers, 

and eavesdroppers, all different kinds of audience members who influence a speakerôs linguistic 

practices in different ways. In referee design, speakersô shifts in style represent initiative 

switches in topic, as a way of redefining the current situation towards some absent reference 

group. 

 Bellôs (1999) own work in New Zealand identity alignments will help illustrate how this 

framework has been used in understanding issues of language and identity. Here, he focuses on 

the responsive/initiative distinction, which suggests that a responsive shift occurs because of a 

situation while an initiative one creates a new situation. He examines a series of advertisements 

in New Zealand which make a clear nationalistic appeal to the majority Anglo group. The ads 
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draw on stereotypes associated with a cultural minority (the MǕori), and they feature one native-

like and three non-native MǕori singing a traditional MǕori song. Bellôs findings show a 

combination of responsive and initiative styles in the performance of the song by each of the 

different speakers and suggest that the Anglo identity is constructed through some connection to 

the MǕori people, as the MǕori seem to represent New Zealandness to outsiders, despite their 

minority status in New Zealand.  

More recently, Bucholtz and Hall (2004, 2005) have also created a framework for 

understanding identities, based on the semiotic nature of the processes of identification, of which 

there are four: practice, indexicality, ideology, and performance. These four semiotic processes 

serve as the basis for identity. The authors claim that identity is ñan outcome of cultural 

semiotics that is accomplished through the production of contextually relevant sociopolitical 

relations of similarity and difference, authenticity and inauthenticity, and legitimacy and 

illegitimacyò (2004: 382).  

Their framework stems from this definition. It focuses not only on how identities are 

formed but also why, and it addresses the intersection of culture, agency, and power, unlike many 

previous models of identity (i.e. accommodation theory, audience and referee design, acts of 

identity). They posit three tactics of intersubjectivity, claiming that ñ[e]ach of these tactics 

foregrounds a different use to which identity may be put: the establishment of relations of 

similarity and difference, of genuineness and artifice, and of legitimacy and disempowerment 

vis-à-vis some reference group or individualò (Bucholtz and Hall 2004: 383).The three pairs of 

oppositions are: adequation and distinction; authentication and denaturalization; and 

authorization and illegitimation. 
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Turning our attention more specifically to the processes of identification in linguistic 

practices, we can see how Bucholtz and Hall (2004) have addressed the semiotic nature of such 

processes, of which there are four: practice, indexicality, ideology, and performance. Together, 

these four interrelated processes combine in the construction of identity and culture. Practice, 

which is considered to be ñhabitual social activity, the series of actions that make up our daily 

livesò (2004: 377), centers on the notion of ñhabitusò described by Bourdieu (1977), which can 

be understood as the aspects of culture, including a personôs beliefs, that are durable and 

acquired through the repetition of life experiences. For Bourdieu, language is one such practice. 

Indexicality is ñthe semiotic operation of juxtaposition, whereby one entity or event 

points to anotherò (Bucholtz and Hall 2004: 378). Again, repetition is important; if we continue 

to see smoke, and ultimately discern that it was caused by some fire, we will necessarily link 

smoke as an index of fire. In linguistics, this means that certain forms, over time, become 

intrinsically linked to certain kinds of speakers, thus often leading to social stereotypes. 

Ideology involves the cultural belief systems of individuals. Linguistic ideologies are, 

therefore, beliefs about language. Since indexicality sets up links between linguistic forms and 

types of speakers, beliefs about language often turn into beliefs about speakers (Bucholtz and 

Hall 2004). 

Performance is a deliberate social display, in which an audience evaluates the speakerôs 

production of identity. While this has often been discussed in terms of stage performances, 

linguistic anthropologists see linguistic performance in daily life. In these types of performance, 

certain ideologies are brought to light in the exaggerated performance of an identity. 

Drawing on this framework and the four semiotic processes presented above, Bucholtz 

and Hall (2005) also propose five principles to be included in the analysis of identities in 
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interaction: emergence, positionality, indexicality, relationality, and partialness. Emergence 

addresses the ways in which identities are realized in the context of an interaction. Positionality 

points to the importance of interlocutor roles and the position one interlocutor takes with respect 

to another; these roles and positions are portrayed as temporary and context-specific. Indexicality 

draws on the semiotic process mentioned above, indicating how participants utilize indexical 

processes to make connections between linguistic forms and social meaning. Relationality, 

which focuses more on the notions presented in their framework, indicates the intersubjective 

nature of identities. Partialness deals with how identities are necessarily partial and that any 

description of identities will also be partial. 

Some studies have used Bucholtz and Hallôs model to analyze particular linguistic 

situations. For instance, Chen (2008), in examining the linguistic practices of bilingual returnees 

in Hong Kong, notes that returnees and locals are seen as distinct categories with which to 

identify, and they use the tactics of adequation and distinction to position themselves in this 

dichotomy. Additionally, Chen argues that locals make a claim to realness through tactics of 

authenticity, positioning themselves as the powerful group, thus able to delegitimate returnees. In 

another study, Williams (2008) suggests that Chinese Americans note the benefits of learning 

Mandarin, thus aligning with the language through tactics of adequation, while subsequently 

condemning the language as annoying, thus distancing themselves through distinction. These 

bivalent stances aid in the emergence of an appropriate identity in the context of the interaction. 

Cashman (2008), who focuses more on Bucholtz and Hallôs (2005) principle of emergence, 

explains how children in an English-Spanish bilingual setting use impolite forms and 

codeswitching as resources for adequation and distinction to construct the identity of a classmate 

as a marginalized member of the class. 



38 

 

These frameworks have contributed to our understanding of issues in language and 

identity in different ways. Yet, while a framework can guide the research, one must begin by 

setting goals for the study of identity and language. Bucholtz and Hall (2008) claim that we 

should aim: 

(1) to describe an identity that has been unrecognized or misrecognized by researchers or 

cultural members [é] (2) to demonstrate the importance of a particular interactional 

resource for identity work that has previously been overlooked [é] (3) to add greater 

nuance to the conceptualization of identity and its construction [é] or (4) to show how 

identities are tied up with larger sociopolitical processes, institutions, histories, and 

ideologies that are consequential beyond the interaction itself. (2008: 160-161) 

This dissertation aims to address the regional identity expressed in Louisville because it 

has been virtually ignored in linguistic research (but see Miller 2008). What makes it interesting 

is its location in the United States. As a border town, Louisville represents a location where it is 

likely that more than one regional identity is expressed. As such, it will be necessary to address 

the complexity of mapping linguistic choices to identity construction in border towns, in order to 

capture the sociolinguistic nuances of the language-identity interface. I will show how 

geographical, political, linguistic, historical, cultural, and perceptual borders affect the linguistic 

practices and identity constructions and perceptions of people in this town, a topic which has 

been mostly ignored in linguistic studies. 

2.3 Border Studies and Identity 

In order to understand what happens near borders, we must first examine how terms like 

ñborderò and ñborderlandsò have been theorized. While a border may simply be conceived of as 

a line (often a political or geographic boundary), borderlands are considered to be strips of land 



39 

 

on either side of the border (Bejarano 2006), or ña region and set of practices defined and 

determined by this border that are characterized by conflict and contradiction, material and 

ideationalò (Alvarez 1995: 448).  

These regions are locales for the convergence of political, social, and other identities 

(Flynn 1997). In these regions, identities are constantly challenged and transformed. Alvarez 

claims that borders and borderlands represent graphically the conflicts associated with the 

current organization of the world. Alvarez adds, ñFor it is here that cultures, ideologies, and 

individuals clash and challenge our disciplinary perspectives on social harmony and equilibriumò 

(1995: 449). 

 Alvarez (1995) examines the history of borderland studies in anthropology. He claims 

that the anthropological investigation of borders grew out of many studies along the US-Mexico 

border (e.g. Bustamante 1978, Hansen 1981, Stoddard, Nostrand, and West 1982), and that these 

studies provided the model for the study of other national borders. These researchers found 

interest in the US-Mexico border because of its unique status as a boundary between the first and 

third worlds. These early studies were concerned mainly with issues of immigration. Later, 

anthropologists moved toward folklore and cultural products at the border as a way of 

investigating aspects of identity and cultural conflict. The field was further encouraged by native 

anthropologists challenging the traditional notions of subject and object in anthropological 

research, taking it upon themselves to investigate their own border communities from an 

insiderôs perspective. As more studies on this and other borders developed, the field of 

borderland studies quickly became a vibrant area of research. 

One issue of concern for anthropologists is the notion that a border does not confine a 

culture to a specific area. Appadurai (1988) expressed unease with the notion that cultures might 
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be bounded in this way. Gupta and Ferguson (1992) state that the globalized world in which we 

live makes it impossible to suggest that borders ñcontainò culture. Though the early perspective 

of a border as the literal dividing line between discrete cultures ultimately became untenable, 

many anthropological studies still rarely considered the border as a variable (Alvarez 1995, 

Appadurai 1988). 

As Alvarez notes, despite the rich history associated with the US-Mexico border, most 

work has been ahistorical, ignoring the implications such information might have for the 

construction of border identities. He calls for more history and more ethnography, in order to 

better understand contested and shifting identities at the border. Others, like Gupta and Ferguson, 

suggest that a renewed interest in space ñforces us to reevaluate such central analytic concepts in 

anthropology as that of ócultureô and, by extension, the idea of ócultural differenceôò (1992: 6), 

which, in the absence of the assumed isomorphism of culture and space, becomes more apparent. 

We can turn to some recent studies at the US-Mexico border to see how cultural 

differences are exposed when we pay attention to space, and borders in particular. Pletsch de 

García (2006) examined Laredo, Texas, a border town where 93% of the population is of 

Hispanic descent. Her focus was on TexMex, the name of a particular kind of mixed language 

that has both negative and positive connotations for different speakers. Her findings show that 

monolingual English speakers tended to have more negative associations with TexMex than did 

the people who actually used it. The cultural difference in this border community deals 

specifically with attitudes toward language; in order to show this difference, Pletsch de García 

needed a strong understanding of the social norms and the linguistic culture associated with the 

people in the community, thus answering Alvarezôs call to more ethnography. 
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Another such study at the US-Mexico border examines the youth identities of Latino 

students in a border town high school. Bejarano (2006) examined the many distinctions in 

identity made by people at the border (Latino, Chicano, Mexican, Mexican-American, etc.) that 

the majority of US society ignores. In her study, Bejarano focuses on how youth identities are 

created and influenced by geopolitics and sociocultural implications of the border. Like the 

definition of borderlands presented above suggests, Bejarano emphasizes the contestation of 

identities that occurs in border communities, saying, ñThe borderlands thus is a place where 

people face simultaneous affirmations and contradictions about their identitiesò (2006: 22). 

Among her informants were both American-born and Mexican-born youths, who, in their 

identity creations, contested the relative Mexicanness or Americanness of their counterparts. She 

found that their identity positionings were tied up with their understanding of citizenship and the 

salience of linguistic choices. Students were able to present their level of Mexicanness or 

Americanness based on both their birthright, so to speak, and their choice of English, Spanish, 

Spanglish, or codeswitching between the languages. Ultimately, Bejarano discovered that the 

borderlands held varying meanings for its residents, and that identity construction was a complex 

practice that required not only strong ethnographic background knowledge but also an 

understanding of the historical situation that created the borderlands. 

Like in Bejaranoôs research, many border studies emphasize the hybridity of identities at 

the border. As Rosaldo suggests, we often consider border identities to be ña little of this and a 

little of that, and not quite one or the otherò (1993: 209). Flynn (1997) argues, however, that the 

situation at the Bénin-Nigeria border presents a different possibility. For her informants, on 

either side of the political and geographic border, the idea that governments could dictate who 

did and did not belong to a particular community was preposterous. The communities positioned 
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themselves as the border, the embodiment of the border in the border dwellers, with understood 

standards of long residence in the borderlands, not ethnicity, nationality, or kinship, as the 

deciding factor in belonging. In this case, the reaction to the geopolitics was not one of division, 

but unification. Flynn claims that ñ[w]hen confronted with state controls that threaten border 

residentsô ability to move across and around the international boundary, the social, economic, 

and micropolitical networks that crisscross the border play key roles in reinforcing and shaping 

local solidarityò (1997: 319). 

Unlike Flynnôs community, where identity is expressed through involvement in 

transborder trade, the notion of identity at the border is often, though not always, connected to 

language use. For example, in GalasiŒski and Meinhofôs (2002) discussion of the German-Polish 

border, we see that the elderly Polish, in their narratives about their neighbors across the river, 

construct the Germans as a threat to their homes. This points to the historical nature of the 

border. The analysis focuses on Guben/Gubin, two towns that used to be one German city. The 

fear felt by the older Polish comes from the fact that after World War II, the Allied Forces 

redrew the political boundaries, taking some land away from the Germans and giving it to the 

Polish. The Germans, on the other hand, having no intention to take back their land, do not 

construct the Polish in a negative way. Instead, they look at the Polish part of their city through 

nostalgia for days gone by. 

But GalasiŒski and Meinhof focus on the othering processes of the Germans and Polish. 

Though the Polish sentiments about the Germans seem unfounded, in that the Germans have no 

desire to take back the land, the Germansô intense sense of loss signifies symbolic possession or 

emotional/mental claim to the city, which is experienced by the Polish in their interactions with 
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Germans. So, through the Germansô nostalgia, the Polish construct the threat. It is through their 

stories, the language they use to describe their position, that their border identity is established. 

These studies move us more toward an understanding of how linguists have handled 

place and borders in their research projects. The notion that borders serve as lines between 

distinct linguistic behaviors has been as pervasive in linguistic research as it was in 

anthropological research. Traditional dialectology focuses on drawing isoglosses, which suggest 

that distinct linguistic behaviors exist on either side of the line. But, if linguistic borders are 

anything like the borders studied by anthropologists, one might expect to find much more 

interesting behavior at the borders. 

Chambers and Trudgill (1980) turned their attention to one of these isoglosses, to see 

whether the line actually served as a division between two distinct linguistic behaviors. Their 

focus was on a line between southern and northern England, where speakers vary in their 

pronunciation of ᾆ/ᾈ and a/ὄ:. They suggest that areas around the isogloss, like borderlands, 

represent transition zones for the variables, where speakers exhibit variation in pronunciation. 

Aside from isoglosses, linguistic studies of dialect focus on speech communities. But 

these, too, have been critiqued. Just as Alvarez and Appadurai noted the lack of consideration of 

borders in anthropological research, Eckert noted that ñ[a]lthough the speech community is 

viewed as being located within dialect space, it is rarely treated as socially connected to anything 

beyond its boundariesò (2004: 107-108). This critique is echoed in Britain (2002). He suggests 

that space must be considered in studies of variation as more than a container. 

Moving beyond simply suggesting linguists take place into consideration, Britain (2002) 

and Eckert (2004) both argue that our attention needs to be on the borders. Some linguistic 

studies have tried to consider the border as a variable. For example, in the work of Zwickl (2002) 
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at the Ireland-Northern Ireland border, the focus was on the influence of the national border on 

issues of identity, language attitudes, and lexical knowledge. She examined two similarly sized 

towns on either side of the political boundary. Though without clear motivation, she argues that 

linguistic divergence is likely at political borders, yet her results indicate that the political border 

does not actually serve as the main contributor to linguistic variation. Instead, she shows that 

ñ[i]n Northern Ireland, peopleôs identity has been influenced by religious denomination ï 

Protestants considered themselves British and Catholics Irish ï while in the Republic all 

respondents claimed to be Irishò (Zwickl 2002: 235). The border, in fact, did not appear to have a 

large effect on knowledge and use of local dialect words. 

But like the majority of the anthropological examination of borders, many of these 

linguistic studies have dealt with national borders. Some, though rather few, have examined the 

impact of regional borders. Fort-Cañellas (2007) examined the Aragon-Catalonia border in 

Spain. This study, which focuses on the Catalan-speaking people of the Aragon region, examines 

language attitudes at the border. She found that while the people claimed to feel Aragonese, they 

also provided negative assessments of the Aragonese language, when compared to Catalan or 

Castilian. They experience an identity conflict because, as Fort-Cañellas argues, they believe 

they cannot be Aragonese while speaking Catalan. 

Another study that looks more closely at regional borders is Llamas (2007). This study 

specifically examined the interdependence of language and place identity, while investigating 

practices of categorization, self-making, othering, and shifting orientations among speakers in 

Middlesbrough, a city that lies on a regional border in Northern England. In this town, Llamas 

argues, identity construction is fluid and complex. She found that there is a shift in orientation 

among Middlesbrough residents from Yorkshire to Northeast England, and it correlates with a 
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higher level of use of glottalized /p/ in young speakers, which is closer to the usage patterns of 

Tyneside. Thus, the identification is shifting from one side of the border to the other, but there is 

actually a shift in identification from Yorkshire to Middlesbrough because it is developing its 

own identity, in which glottalized /p/ is indexical of Middlesbrough English. Because of this, 

Llamas argued that borders must not be considered static, fixed entities, but instead as socially 

constructed realities. And while political borders may add to the psychological reality of borders, 

this can only be determined by examining how the people interpret the borders. 

As these studies suggest, the study of communities at national, regional, or other borders 

would serve to further our understanding of how borders impact linguistic variation and identity 

construction. However, as Johnstone (2004) noted, and Llamas (2007) made clear through her 

own study, ideology is necessary for our understanding of identity. We cannot assume the border 

is salient for speakers without getting a sense of their attitudes about it, and attitudes betray our 

ideological dispositions. 

2.4 Language Ideologies 

Silverstein, in a seminal work (1979), defined language ideologies as a ñsets of beliefs 

about language articulated by users as a rationalization or justification of perceived language 

structure and useò (1979: 193). Similarly, Irvine (1989) describes language ideologies as ñthe 

cultural system of ideas about social and linguistic relationships, together with their loading of 

moral and political interestsò (1989: 255). Errington (2001) claims that language ideology ñrefers 

to the situated, partial, and interested character of conceptions and uses of languageò (2001: 

110). Perhaps more simply, Kroskrity (2004) defines them as ñbeliefs, or feelings, about 

languages as used in their social worldsò (2004: 498).  
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These definitions point to several features thought to be present in language ideologies. 

They are seen as imbued with the political, social, and moral issues prevalent within a 

community (Irvine and Gal 2000). A group has multiple ideologies, which are context-specific 

and constructed over time through the experiences of individuals (Kroskrity 2004). But our 

social constructions are based on more than direct sensory input; in fact, ideologies come about 

from our perceptions of the sensory information (Edwards 1999). These ideologies, like 

identities, are seen as dynamic entities, not static ones (Woolard 1992, Kroskrity 2004).  

One important point is that language ideologies, linguistic form, and social use are 

interconnected. Each one is thought to shape and inform the others, and within this, ñlanguage 

ideology is a mediating link between social structures and forms of talkò (Woolard 1992: 235). 

However, as Woolard (2008) has noted, it is quite difficult to focus on all three variables at the 

same time, thus research becomes focused on talk about language and not on linguistic practices. 

But, despite these features which seem to make language ideologies a keen point of study 

in linguistic research, previous linguistic studies were focused solely on linguistic variation, 

seeing attitudes as secondary, or as interesting parallel research. That is, variationist studies and 

language attitudes have often seemed to be separate ventures (Milroy 2004). This tradition goes 

back at least as far as Bloomfield (1944), who famously claimed that these ideologies only serve 

as distracters to genuine linguistic analyses. On the other hand, the study of language ideologies 

has had great success in the area of social psychology, though these studies tend not to focus on 

linguistic variation (Edwards 1999, Milroy and Preston 1999), thus making Woolardôs (2008) 

point about the difficulties associated with focusing on three variables quite clear. 

Those who have focused their attentions on bridging the gap have set out some 

interesting frameworks for the analysis of ideology. For instance, Irvine and Gal (2000) suggest 
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three semiotic processes concerning ñthe way people conceive of links between linguistic forms 

and social phenomenaò (2000: 37). These processes consist of the following: iconization, fractal 

recursivity, and erasure. Iconization deals with the ways in which certain linguistic forms which 

serve as linguistic markers of differentiation are intrinsically linked to social differentiation. For 

example, the fact that Southern American speakers are perceived to speak more slowly than 

other groups has been linked to the idea that they must also be slower thinkers (i.e. dumb). An 

example can be seen when a speaker makes a connection between the speech of a Southerner and 

the social practice of marrying cousins or not wearing shoes (Cramer 2010). 

Fractal recursivity is the idea that oppositions at one level of difference are projected onto 

another level within each group. For example, British speakers are thought to have precise 

enunciation, which leads people to associate such a dialect with being smart (by iconization), 

while Americans, who are thought to ñswallowò their consonants, presenting a dialect that is 

often linked to being dumb comparatively. But within American speech patterns (another level of 

difference), speakers have more or less precise enunciation (i.e. attempt a British accent). 

Speakers who have more precise enunciation are associated with characteristics like formal, 

white, and standard, while the dialect with swallowed consonants is associated with informal, 

non-white, and non-standard speech. This same dichotomy has been shown when describing the 

differences between urban and rural varieties (Cramer 2010). 

Erasure is the process that renders certain distinctions invisible. Perceived homogeneity 

within a language is one way in which erasure is realized. As Irvine and Gal note, ñErasure in 

ideological representation does not, however, necessarily mean actual eradication of the 

awkward element, whose very existence may be unobserved or unattended toò (2000: 38). 
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Together, these three semiotic processes explain the ways in which ideologies about linguistic 

differences are formed.  

Perhaps more related to the goals of this dissertation is the framework discussed in 

Milroy (2004). She claims that there is a need for ña framework for incorporating into 

mainstream variationist work an account of language attitudes, treated as manifestations of 

locally constructed language ideologiesò (2004: 161). Her approach, which draws on Labovôs 

(1963) classic study of variation in Marthaôs Vineyard and more recent work by Eckert (2000), 

emphasizes ethnographic detail and indexicality in identity and ideology research. Since 1963, 

variationists have done a great deal of work showing how phonological elements index group 

identity. But these works depended on the ethnography of the community. Thus, Milroy 

encourages an understanding of the locally relevant social categories before beginning our 

research. Such an approach will reveal the ideological motivations of group members to affiliate 

with a particular group.  

 Turning again to the attention given to regional variation, and more specifically to 

linguistic ideologies, in the American popular press, the importance of attitudes in linguistic 

research becomes more apparent. One goal of this project is to draw on these popular notions of 

regional variation, looking to folk attitudes and ideologies as a way of understanding belonging, 

and considering the border as an area where these ideologies are particularly important in 

determining how speakers express belonging with respect to region. Without a clear 

understanding of the ways in which community members construct and perceive their own and 

othersô identities, we lose the important social and cultural information that informs our research. 
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3 Theoretical Framework 

In this section, I focus on the theoretical framework that will be used in my data analysis. 

This dissertation draws extensively on work done in folk linguistics. This section includes a brief 

history of folk linguistics, as well as a description of the types of tools used within this field of 

study and a presentation of some research projects that have utilized these tools.  

3.1 The History of Folk Linguistics 

In many traditional dialectology studies, as noted above, there is a lack of inclusion of 

speakersô attitudes and beliefs about linguistic varieties and variation. In general, dialectologists, 

particularly those from the American structuralist tradition (more particularly, those heavily 

influenced by Bloomfield) have not been interested in the overt opinions of nonlinguists, instead 

claiming that only production data counts as ñrealò data (Preston 1989, Niedzielski and Preston 

2000, Benson 2003). 

Despite the prevalence of the Bloomfieldian perspective, in the 1960s, Hoenigswald 

(1966) incited interest in the beliefs of speakers, or ñthe folkò, in linguistic research. He 

suggested that linguists should be concerned not only with language as production but also with 

how people react to language and how people represent language in talk about language. Thus, a 

field referred to as ñfolk linguisticsò was established, and work done by Dennis Preston, among 

others, in the 1980s and later, emphasized the importance of language attitudes and perceptions 

in the study of linguistic variation. 

But, as Preston has noted, this was not the actual beginning of the field. Perceptual 

dialectology
5
, a branch of folk linguistics that has its focus in what nonlinguists say about 

language and linguistic variation, including where they think it comes from, where they think it 

                                                 
5
 A terminological note: Preston uses the term ñperceptual dialectologyò, as opposed to ñfolk dialectologyò because 

the word ñfolkò is often understood to mean ñfalseò (Preston 1999). 
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exists, and why they think it happens, has its earliest roots in the Dutch and Japanese traditions. 

In a 1939 Dutch dialect survey, respondents were asked to identify areas where people speak the 

same and areas where they speak different than the respondents themselves. Rensinkôs work in 

this survey (1955 [reprinted in Preston 1999]) utilized the little-arrow method developed by 

Weijnen (1946, as cited in Preston 1999), which was a way to link a respondentôs home area to 

the locations they described as linguistically similar. 

Similarly, in Japan, a tradition for accounting for the beliefs people held about language 

was developed, though amongst some controversy. Sibata (1959 [reprinted in Preston 1999]) 

undertook a study in which respondents were asked to list which villages spoke differently than 

people in their own village. Not aware of the little-arrow method, Sibata used increasingly thick 

lines to delineate ñdifference boundaries,ò a method which has been used in Prestonôs work. But 

Sibata found that the perceived boundaries did not match the production boundaries and 

therefore determined them to be uninteresting. Grootaers (1959, 1964 [reprinted in Preston 

1999]), much like Bloomfield, complained that speaker perceptions were too subjective and, 

therefore, not very valuable. Weijnen (1968 [reprinted in Preston 1999]), whose little-arrow 

method had been successful in the Netherlands, responded to these claims, heightening the 

controversy. 

This controversy, however, did not spell the end for perceptual dialectology. Prestonôs 

own work, which he refers to as the ñmodernò trend in perceptual dialectology, has produced a 

wealth of knowledge in the subject matter. The methods that fall under this rubric (described 

below) have been employed in numerous locations around the globe, including Brazil (Preston 

1989), France (Kuiper 1999), Germany (Dailey-OôCain 1999, Diercks 2002), Great Britain 

(Inoue 1996 [reprinted in Preston 1999]), Italy (Romanello 2002), Japan (Inoue 1995 [reprinted 
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in Preston 1999], Long 1999a, 1999b), Korea (Long and Yim 2002), Spain (Moreno and Moreno 

2002), Turkey (Demirci and Kleiner 1999, Demirci 2002), Wales (Coupland, Williams, and 

Garrett 1999, Williams, Garrett, and Coupland 1999), among many others. 

Of course, since Prestonôs own main interests have been in the United States, work in this 

vein has also been plentiful. From the ñVisions of Americaò (Preston 1989) type of studies, we 

can see the perceptions that people in varied locales, including Hawaii, Michigan, southern 

Indiana, western New York, New York City (Preston 1989), Memphis (Fridland, Bartlett, and 

Kreuz 2004, Fridland, Bartlett, and Kreuz 2005, Fridland and Bartlett 2006), Reno (Fridland and 

Bartlett 2006), Boston (Hartley 2005), Oregon (Hartley 1999), and California (Fought 2002), 

have about the entire country, in terms of similarity, correctness, and pleasantness. Some studies 

have even considered how a single state, like Ohio (Benson 2003) or California (Bucholtz et al. 

2007, Bucholtz et al. 2008), perceives itself in these terms. 

With his work leading the way, Preston has shown linguists why the perceptions of 

language users matter for linguistics. Preston indicated that 

[w]ithout knowledge of the value-ridden classifications of language and language status 

and function by the folk, without knowledge of where the folk believe differences exist, 

without knowledge of where they are capable of hearing major and minor differences, 

and, most importantly, without knowledge of how the folk bring their beliefs about 

language to bear on their solutions to linguistic problems, the study of language attitudes 

risks being: 1) a venture into the investigation of academic distinctions which distort the 

folk reality or tell only a partial truth or, worse, 2) a misadventure into the study of 

theatrically exaggerated speech caricatures. (Preston 1993a: 252) 
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Thus, the work of folk linguists can serve to bridge the gap left by linguists and social 

psychologists in bypassing the interrelatedness of ideologies, society, and linguistic practices 

(Milroy and Preston 1999). In what follows, I examine more closely the Prestonian paradigm of 

folk linguistics, discussing the methods and their use. 

3.2 Tools of the Trade 

3.2.1 Mental Maps 

A mental map, as a theoretical construct, is conceived of as the image one has in his or 

her mind about a certain place. Work in cultural geography (e.g. Gould and White 1986) has 

indicated that getting people to draw these maps can give us some insight into how they see their 

world. As Gould and White discuss, mental maps can help in town planning (as in Birmingham, 

Goodey 1972), as many people can share their varying perceptions of area landmarks (Lynch 

1960) or their neighborhoods (Ladd 1967, Orleans 1967), to reveal certain underlying 

sentiments.  

To that end, Gould and White (1986) explored the mental maps of people in Britain, the 

United States, and elsewhere, to discover which areas of a country were the most desirable 

places to reside. Respondents were asked, if given free choice, where they would choose to live. 

In Britain, the national sentiment appeared to be in favor of living in the south of the country, 

though local preferences for the home area were prevalent the further north respondents lived. In 

the United States, opinions of northerners and westerners were in union, in that the south, 

specifically the ñSouthern Troughò (Mississippi, Alabama, and parts of South Carolina and 

Georgia), were seen as the least desirable places to live. For Alabamans, however, the picture 

was quite the opposite. They made more distinctions within the south, preferring their own state 

but giving harsh rating to their neighbor, Mississippi. These maps reveal the precise distinctions 



53 

 

one can make about oneôs home area and shows that certain social, economic, and other factors 

might impinge upon peopleôs perceptions. 

Many folk linguistics studies have focused on nonlinguistsô production of hand-drawn 

maps of regional dialectal variation in the United States. In these studies, respondents are asked 

to draw lines around areas on a blank map (or one with little detail) of the United States where 

people ñspeak differently.ò Maps usually include state lines, as early studies (e.g. Preston 1989, 

1993b) indicated that people have great difficulty with completely blank maps, due to a general 

lack of knowledge about American geography. The problem with this, however, is that 

respondents often ñcould not escape the notion that state lines were dialect boundaries, a fact 

which supports the conclusion that nonlinguistsô impressions of the position of dialect 

boundaries are historical-political, not linguisticò (Preston 1989: 25). 

Regardless, hand-drawn maps can give linguists clues about subjectsô perception of 

space, which provides added ethnographic detail of the group under examination. Additionally, 

studies of folk beliefs can enhance our understanding of linguistic variation, in that it is unlikely 

that nonlinguists experience linguistic change in a way completely unrelated to the ways 

traditional dialectologists have described it (Niedzielski and Preston 2000). Though perceptual 

and production maps often yield similar results, this need not be the case (Benson 2003). 

It may be helpful to consider some examples. Prestonôs (1989) book serves as a 

compilation of several of his preliminary folk linguistic studies (for others, see Preston 1999 and 

Long and Preston 2002). One study focuses on the perceptions of regional variation from the 

perspective of native Hawaiians. The goal of this early study was ñto determine a method for 

producing a generalized map from a number of individual, hand-drawn onesò (Preston 1989: 25). 

An example of one such individual map can be found in Figure 6. Combining the maps of 35 
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undergraduates at the University of Hawaii, Preston found that, despite the varying labels used, a 

composite representation could be created by drawing perceptual isoglosses based on the lines of 

greatest agreement between respondents. Regions are included in composite maps if a large 

number of respondents used a similar label for a region, and the boundaries of that region are 

determined based on where the most respondents drew their boundaries. Figure 7 represents the 

composite map for Hawaii.  

 

Figure 6 ï Map drawn by Hawaiian, Preston (1989: 27) 
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Figure 7 ï Composite map of United States as seen by Hawaiians, Preston (1989: 32) 

Preston (1989), in his ñFive Visions of Americaò study, also examined the hand-drawn 

maps of respondents in southeastern Michigan, southern Indiana, western New York, and New 

York City. The goal in this study was to compare the regional perceptions of people from 

varying parts of the country. He found that many of the divisions were quite similar, which, 

Preston argues, suggests that since the respondents have held continuous residence in their home 

region and are not very well-traveled, ñthe prescriptive backgrounds of these perceptions seem 

most important in explaining their origins and perseveranceò (1989: 123). 

Preston (1999) has made the generalization that, in map-drawing activities, respondents 

tend to draw first the most stigmatized areas of a country, and then they give detail to their local 

area. It also appears that locals make more distinctions in their home area than outsiders to. This 

has been shown in many studies. But the maps themselves (without qualitative analysis of the 
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labels) tell us little about speaker attitudes toward different varieties. To understand this part of 

the question, folk linguists have employed degree-of-difference tasks, as well as correctness and 

pleasantness surveys. 

3.2.2 Degree-of-Difference Tasks 

An important focus in many folk linguistic studies is on how different a particular variety 

is perceived to be with respect to a respondentôs own variety. For Preston, this often involved 

having respondents rank each of the 50 states in terms of difference from how they speak. The 

task usually involves a scale of one to four, where one means the variety is the same as the 

respondentôs and four means the variety is unintelligibly different from the respondentôs.  When 

a state receives an overall low mean score, it is suggested that people from the respondentsô 

home area believe that way of speaking to be similar to their own.  

For example, looking at some of Prestonôs earlier work (reviewed in Niedzielski and 

Preston 2000: 77-82), we can see that Michiganders view their neighboring states (Ohio, Indiana, 

Illinois, and Wisconsin), as well as Iowa and Minnesota, as rather similar to their way of 

speaking. States that Gould and White (1986) termed the ñSouthern Troughò, namely Louisiana, 

Mississippi, and Alabama, are viewed as the most different from the way people speak in 

Michigan. On the other hand, Southerners (mostly from Alabama, Georgia, and South Carolina) 

view Georgia and South Carolina as most similar, with a secondary similarity zone in the 

surrounding Southern states, while they see Wisconsin, Delaware, and all states northeast of 

Pennsylvania as unintelligibly different. 

Of course, as we saw in the section on the history of folk linguistics, ranking areas based 

on level of difference (or similarity) is not a new task. For instance, early work by Rensink (1955 

[reprinted in Preston 1999]) and Weijnen (1946), using the little-arrow method, and Sibata (1959 
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[reprinted in Preston 1999]) and Mase (1964a [reprinted in Preston 1999], 1964b [reprinted in 

Preston 1999]) from the Japanese tradition, focused on degrees of difference or similarity. 

From the many studies that have utilized this methodology, Preston (1999) has suggested 

some generalizations about how people rank other ways of speaking. He claims that respondents 

from areas with high levels of linguistic security, like Michigan, where speakers believe their 

variety is the same as Standard American English (Niedzielski 2002), tend to rate varieties that 

they classify as least correct and pleasant (more on this in the next section) as most different, 

even unintelligibly different from their own way of speaking. Respondents from areas more 

linguistically insecure, like southern Indiana, where ñrespondents put part of their state in the 

Midwest, part in the North, and, curiously, the part where they live, nowhere at allò (Preston 

1997: 321), rate varieties that they found to be high or low on the correctness and pleasantness 

scales as rather different. 

3.2.3 ñCorrectò and ñPleasantò Surveys 

In addition to understanding how similar a respondent believes a variety to be, it is 

important for a sociolinguistic study to capture how the respondent views that variety on certain 

social scales. For Preston, over the course of many studies, the most prominent social 

characteristics to surface for respondents dealt with notions of correctness and pleasantness. This 

is similar to findings in other work, including Ryan, Giles, and Sebastian (1982), where speakers 

judged audio samples on status and solidarity, and Inoue (1995 [reprinted in Preston 1999]), 

where respondents identified characteristics associated with a particular ñdialect imageò as 

intellectual and emotional. 

Like in the degree-of-difference task, respondents are asked to rate all 50 states with 

respect to these characteristics. These studies use a scale from one to nine, where one indicates a 
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variety that is least correct or least pleasant and nine indicates a variety is most correct or most 

pleasant. This is similar to the practices of cultural geographers, like Gould and White (1986), 

where respondents were asked to indicate areas of the country that were most desirable with 

respect to residence.  

An example from Prestonôs work (reviewed in Niedzielski and Preston 2000: 63-77) 

shows that those same Michigan respondents discussed above have a rather high opinion of 

themselves (as also revealed in other studies, like Niedzielski 2002). They rank their own variety 

alone as the most correct variety and only rate four other states as high as Michigan on 

pleasantness. They rate Southern states, particularly Alabama, rather low on correctness and 

relatively low on pleasantness. On the other hand, Indiana respondents, who also rate Southern 

states as low on correctness, tended to give high scores for pleasantness in those same states 

(though these respondents were pretty generous with their pleasantness ratings; a large majority 

of the country was rated at a six or higher). Southern respondents, being rather linguistically 

insecure, rated their own varieties (at least for the Georgia and Alabama respondents) as lower in 

terms of correctness than several other northern, eastern, and western states. They made the 

further distinction that Texas, Louisiana, and Mississippi speak the least correct varieties, 

confirming the generalization made about the mental maps that regional locals make more 

distinctions within their home area. The Southern respondents also rated Alabama as the most 

pleasant, with coastal southern states ranking as a secondary locus for pleasantness. They rank 

northeastern states, like New York and New Jersey, as relatively low on the pleasantness scale. 

The generalizations Preston (1999) has made about these surveys are: Respondents from 

areas with high levels of linguistic security will rank their own variety as very correct and might 

include other states in the classification of most pleasant; they tend to rank states as low on both 
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scales; respondents from linguistically insecure locales rate their own variety as most pleasant, 

but they choose several location (not always their own) as most correct; they also usually 

distinguish between the least correct and the least pleasant varieties. 

3.2.4 Placing Voices 

Another tool used in Prestonôs perceptual dialectology studies involves placing voices. 

Given voices on a ñdialect continuumò (in scrambled order) and a forced-choice set of locations, 

respondents are asked to determine where the speaker comes from. This tool is seemingly the 

most problematic in terms of value, as varying studies have shown different levels of accuracy 

for respondents completing this type of task. For instance, while Preston (1993a) maintains that 

subjects do relatively well at placing voices, a notion that has been supported by work on the 

perception of vowels associated with the Southern Vowel Shift as Southern in Memphis 

(Fridland, Bartlett, and Kreuz 2004, 2005) and by work on ethnic dialect identification (Purnell, 

Idsardi, and Baugh 1999), others have found that respondents perform rather poorly on this task 

(e.g. Williams, Garrett, and Coupland 1999, Clopper and Pisoni 2004). 

Despite this possible controversy, this type of research is deemed important by Preston, 

as we cannot make connections between regional dialects and language attitudes without 

knowing the respondentôs ability to identify where a voice belongs. That is, 

unless we ask (and surprisingly few studies of language attitude have), we do not know 

where the respondents believe the voice is from. A report might accurately state that 

respondents had certain attitudes towards a South Midland voice sample, but the 

respondents might have gone home believing that they had heard an Inland North one. 

(Preston 1993a: 193) 
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Prestonôs most famous example of this task (discussed in Niedzielski and Preston 2000: 

82-95, and elsewhere) involves the placement of voice samples from nine middle-class, middle-

aged male speakers from nine different locations on a north-south continuum from Saginaw, 

Michigan to Dothan, Alabama. In addition to showing that nonlinguists are relatively good at 

placing voices on this north-south dimension, Preston showed that respondents seem to 

experience certain ñminorò and ñmajorò dialect boundaries that often resemble dialect 

boundaries described in traditional dialectology. For instance, while his Michigan respondents 

hear a major north-south boundary between sites #4 and #5 (Muncie, Indiana and New Albany, 

Indiana, respectively), which approximately seems to coincide with the traditional boundary of 

the South that runs alongside the Ohio River (e.g. Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006), they also hear 

a minor boundary between sites #6 and #7 (Bowling Green, Kentucky and Nashville, Tennessee, 

respectively), which might replicate a distinction between ñSouth Midlandò and ñDeep Southò 

dialects. On the other hand, his Indiana respondents hear two major dialect boundaries: one 

between sites #2 and #3 (Coldwater, Michigan and South Bend, Indiana, respectively), and 

another between sites #3 and #4 (South Bend, Indiana and Muncie, Indiana, respectively). The 

first of these boundaries does not resemble those of traditional dialectology and perhaps indicates 

a certain level of super-awareness of northernness associated with their sense of linguistic 

insecurity. They also hear the boundary between sites #4 and #5 (Muncie, Indiana and New 

Albany, Indiana, respectively), though for Indiana respondents, this is a minor boundary. 

The main generalization Preston (1999) has drawn from this work as to do with the 

already mentioned level of accuracy of respondents. But he also mentions that respondents from 

different places hear the voices presented to them in varying ways. More specifically, his point is 

that the ñminorò and ñmajorò boundaries he has discussed are different for different groups of 
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respondents, and hear them with different levels of intensity, ñmore often making more 

distinctions closer to the local area and fewer in areas farther from the local areaò (Preston 1999: 

xxxv). 

3.2.5 Qualitative Data 

 Finally, though briefly, I wish to mention the qualitative data that often accompanies 

many folk linguistic studies. In many ways, this information can be more insightful than the 

quantifications of the other folk linguistic tools. In many of Prestonôs studies, respondents are 

asked to answer questions about the tasks they have completed. These questions often result in 

open-ended conversations about language and variation, including discussions of the people who 

speak certain varieties. Examples of this conversational data are discussed at length in 

Niedzielski and Preston (2000). 

 While this type of data is often difficult to make generalizations about, Preston (1999), 

does note some general trends in the conversational data. He claims that: 1) people mention face-

to-face encounters with people who speak other varieties more often than they mention popular 

culture (i.e. television, movies, etc.) depictions of said varieties; 2) people often have trouble 

explicitly detailing phonological (and other) features of certain dialects, and imitations of said 

dialects can be accurate or inaccurate in many ways (Preston 1992); and 3) people tend to be 

very concerned with correctness. 

3.3 Folk Linguistics in Practice 

 Having considered the many tools of the trade, we can now examine the ways in which 

these tools have been employed in numerous linguistic studies. While I focus on the information 

relevant to the current study (namely, studies that examine American perceptions of dialects), I 

also discuss some of the research that has taken place abroad, to get a sense of whether these 
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tools can be useful outside of the American context. In this section, I will go beyond Prestonôs 

work to show how his students and others have engaged the Prestonian paradigm in new and 

interesting ways. I also return to Prestonôs work to get a preliminary view of the Louisville 

perspective of American dialects. 

3.3.1 American Perspectives 

In their comparison of folk linguistic perceptions in Memphis and Reno, Fridland and 

Bartlett (2006) found that Memphians, like many Southerners, found their region to be generally 

pleasant but relatively incorrect when compared to the north. The most incorrect states in the 

region were the states that touch the southwest border of Tennessee, where Memphis is located. 

What is interesting about this, however, is that while Mississippi and Arkansas were rated 

significantly less correct than Tennessee, they were also rated as less different than Tennessee in 

the degree-of-difference task. 

Memphians rated the west as most pleasant, but the Reno residents did not return the 

favor. In fact, Reno residents rated the South negatively on both correctness and pleasantness. A 

high level of linguistic security associated with western dialects also surfaces in the Reno results, 

as Westerners are seen as speaking significantly more correctly. Interestingly, they did not rank 

Nevada as most correct, which the authors claim echoes Prestonôs (1989) southern Indiana 

respondents, who seem to be linguistically insecure due to their proximity to the south. What is 

Renoôs reason for insecurity? Fridland and Bartlett claim Nevadaôs connection to illicit activities 

like gambling might lead residents to rate it lower. 

Fridland, Bartlett, and Kreuz (2004, 2005) also examined the folk perceptions in 

Memphis. They were concerned with whether Memphians could determine which vowel variants 

were Southern and which were not, using synthesized tokens from native Memphians as the 
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stimuli. The vowels used in the study were those representative of the Southern Vowel Shift (e.g. 

Feagin 1986, Fridland 1998). In the 2004 article, the authors determined that Memphians were 

more accurate at selecting tokens of front vowels, especially /ei/, as Southern. They claim there 

is a strong connection between production and perception, as/ei/ has been shown (e.g. Fridland 

1998) to be the most actively shifting vowel in Memphis, and it was the vowel most commonly 

identified as Southern. They suggest that ñthe ability of participants to accurately rate differences 

between vowel variants and assign scores appears to vary, depending on whether the local 

community speech norms involve those particular variants and whether those variants are shared 

with other regionsò (Fridland, Bartlett, and Kreuz 2004: 13). 

The later study (2005) focused on how Memphians rate these particular vowel variants in 

terms of education and pleasantness. Examining specifically the front shift between /ei/ and /ὑ/, 

as well as the back shift of /u/ and /oᾆ/, the authors found that respondents found the non-

Southern variants of the front vowels to be significantly more educated and pleasant and favored 

the traditionally positioned back vowels to the shifted ones. Additionally, all back vowels were 

rated as more educated and more pleasant than all front vowels. The authors explain this 

preference for back vowels by claiming that they resist regional categorization, as the shifting of 

back vowels is more widespread (though the South leads the changes). But what the authors find 

most interesting is that it is the vowel classes that respondents knew to have Southern variants 

that they rated higher for education and pleasantness for the Northern variants. That is, the less 

regional salience a token had for respondents, the more positive ratings it received. 

Why, then, do the speakers use these variants, as has been shown in Fridlandôs (e.g. 

2008) production research? We generally assume that speakers continue to use stigmatized forms 

for other purposes like solidarity. But since these Memphians rated the vowels they use rather 
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low on both education and pleasantness, it is unclear what exactly is gained by using the forms. 

The results here do not match the results in the 2004 study, which noted that speakers rated 

Memphis as less educated by not less pleasant than the North. The authors blamed the odd 

results in the 2005 article on the lab setting and the test instrument, but it is important to note that 

studies focusing on folk perceptions and attitudes sometimes reveal conflicting pictures. 

Hartley (2005) examined perceptions on the East Coast, discussing how Bostonians 

struggle with two common stereotypes associated with people from their city: the educated elite 

stereotype, exemplified by Boston Brahmins and Harvard professors, and the working-class, 

descendant-of-immigrants stereotype, as portrayed in movies like Good Will Hunting. In her 

study, Hartley used Multidimensional Scaling analysis, as well as k-means cluster analysis, to 

show exactly how Bostonians perceive differences across the country. As might be expected, 

Bostonians marked Massachusetts as being least different, while they considered Alabama to be 

most different. They also tended to group Boston/Massachusetts with other traditionally New 

English states for the degree-of-difference task, but they set it apart in the correctness and 

pleasantness surveys. In fact, they did not rate Massachusetts as the highest on the correctness 

scale, which indicates a level of linguistic insecurity that is not necessarily expected, given the 

ratings Massachusetts receives from other Americans. But Hartley suggests that respondents are 

rather aware of the two dominant stereotypes about the area, causing them to struggle with one 

clear image of the city. This is exemplified by the conflict represented in their maps and surveys 

which indicate both levels of linguistic security and insecurity. 

Hartley (1999) also conducted folk linguistic research on the West Coast, examining the 

perceptions of Oregonians, where little work had been conducted. Using mental maps, degree-of-

difference tasks, and correctness and pleasantness surveys, the author determined that, as in 
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many studies, the South was the most salient region, which was also, as in many studies, ranked 

low for correctness but high for pleasantness.  

3.3.2 Individual State Perspectives 

Whereas many of the early folk linguistic studies elicited perceptions about the entire 

country, some recent studies have focused attention on smaller areas within the United States. 

Benson (2003), for example, examined the perceptions of speakers from Ohio, surveying people 

from cities in four different regions of the state. Respondents received a map consisting only of 

Ohio and its bordering states on which to draw distinct linguistic regions. Looking specifically at 

how Ohioans categorize varieties spoken within Ohio, her research shows that distinctions can 

be made on a smaller map. Benson was able to show how people from different portions of the 

state perceive Ohioôs position on the regional map differently, based on their experiences. 

Specifically, in relation to Kentucky and Prestonôs (1989) southern Indiana respondents, she 

showed that southern Ohio residents rate Kentucky similarly on the degree-of-difference task but 

do not include it with Ohio in their mental maps, where all respondents marked the boundary of 

the south along the Ohio River. In this way, Benson claims, ñThe respondents from southeast-

central and southern Ohio are more like Prestonôs linguistically insecure southern Indiana 

respondentsò (Benson 2003: 323). 

Bucholtz et al. (2007), following Fought (2002), did a similar investigation into the 

perceptions of another state: California. Having students in a low-level sociolinguistics class at a 

university in California complete the map drawing task, the researchers were able to show that 

students were very aware of a north-south border within their state. Quite often, the northern part 

of the state was labeled as standard or normal, while the southern portion tended to be negatively 

evaluated, mirroring the north-south distinctions made in the eastern part of the country. In 
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Bucholtz et al. (2008), this is further emphasized by the fact that, when asked where people 

speak the best/worst in California, respondents consistently marked southern California as the 

worst, stigmatized variety and northern California was considered the best. This sentiment is 

even sometimes shared by southern California residents themselves, which parallels the 

sentiments of people in the American South who, according to Lippi-Green (1997), have long 

suffered from the linguistic subordination of the north, eventually accepting their place as a 

lesser variety. 

These studies, conducted in response to the fact that little research has been done on 

perceptions within the American West and that ideas about the West are less fully developed in 

studies examining the country as a whole, are interesting because California is the center of the 

entertainment world, making it a center for new trends, including linguistic ones. Also, since 

many of the respondents themselves were white residents of southern California, many of the 

traditional stereotypes (like surfer dude and Valley girl) do not show up in the labels, as they 

might be considered unmarked categories. Overall, these individual state studies provide a more 

detailed picture of the local scene than studies focused on national level differences. 

3.3.3 Global Perspectives 

 Turning now to the ways in which folk linguistic research in the Prestonian paradigm has 

flourished outside of the United States, we turn to Dailey-OôCainôs (1999) work in post-

unification Germany. Given a list of different varieties of German, respondents were asked to 

rate them in terms of correctness, pleasantness, and similarity to their own dialect. Additionally, 

respondents completed a mental map. Results indicate that residents of the former West 

Germany view their and other western varieties as significantly more correct and pleasant than 

eastern varieties. For residents of the former East Germany, there was no significant difference 
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between eastern and western varieties in terms of correctness, but they perceived western 

varieties to be more pleasant. While this does not exactly mirror the north-south division in the 

United States, it is clear that former East Germans experience some level of linguistic insecurity 

similar to that felt in the American South. The boundary between them, which had been a 

physical boundary, was even pronounced in their mental maps, suggesting the respondents still 

view their country in these east-west terms. 

 In Wales, Williams, Garrett, and Coupland (1999) discussed the ability of speakers to 

correctly identify dialects, emphasizing the importance of making a connection between 

production studies and perception research. The authors collected stories from schoolchildren at 

14 sites in Wales. Thirty-second excerpts of these stories were played, at random, to other 

children, as well as teachers, in other schools in the same regions as the samples had been 

collected. Respondents were asked questions about the speakers, including where they thought 

the speakers were from, given a set of locations. Results indicated that teachers were more 

successful than students in correctly identifying where the speakers were from, though the 

accuracy rates tended to be rather low. For instance, the adolescents in the study were able to 

correctly identify speakers only 20-44% of times. Additionally, respondents varied widely on 

their ability to correctly identify a speaker who was from his or her own region. For example, 

while one speaker from Cardiff was correctly identified each time by other Cardiff residents, a 

speaker from the Valleys was only correctly identified by other residents of the Valleys 13.8% of 

the time. These results suggest that respondents, particularly young ones (who likely have less 

travel and residential experience), may not do very well with dialect recognition tasks. 
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3.3.4. New Directions in Folk Linguistics 

Additionally, there are some studies that have taken folk linguistics in some very 

interesting directions. For example, Niedzielski (1999) looked at the effect of social information 

on perception. In her study, Niedzielski provided respondents with a voice sample and several 

synthesized vowels, asking respondents to select which synthesized vowel best matched the 

original voice sample. The speech was taken from a native of Detroit, and all respondents were 

also Detroiters. What changed between respondents was whether they were told that the speaker 

was from Detroit, or whether Niedzielski had given them false social information by telling them 

that the speaker was from Canada.  

This is an interesting study because, based on what we know about the Northern Cities 

Shift and Canadian Raising (e.g. Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006), Detroiters shares some vowel 

characteristics with Canadians. However, Detroiters (and Michiganders, in general) are known to 

think they speak the standard variety of English (Niedzielski 2002). Previous language attitude 

surveys in Michigan indicate that speakers have negative stereotypes about Canadians, based 

mostly on certain features of Canadian Rising, even though those features are also present in 

their dialect. 

Her results indicate that ñélisteners óhearô the stereotyped raised variant if the speaker 

fits the social description of someone who is expected to raise it ï that is, someone from Canadaò 

(Niedzielski 1999: 69). Thus, the respondents are clearly relying more on the social information 

than on the actual phonetic cues. An additional fact that supports this claim is that, when 

respondents were told the speaker was from Michigan, they were more likely to select the 

hyperstandardized token as being representative of Michigan speech, pointing again to the 

stereotype Michiganders are thought to hold about their own speech. 
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Another study, still examining overall perceptions of the United States, examined the 

effect of early linguistic experience as it relates to residential history on dialect perception. 

Clopper and Pisoni (2004) examined the perceptions of ñhomebodiesò, or people who had lived 

their entire lives in one state (namely, Indiana), and those of ñarmy bratsò, or those who had 

lived in three or more places. In a forced-choice test, respondents were asked to place a voice in 

its appropriate region. The results indicated that the ñarmy bratsò performed better than the 

ñhomebodiesò, suggesting that early linguistic experience does impact oneôs ability to accurately 

classify dialects. 

But their results indicate that the overall categorization accuracy for both groups was 

barely about chance. So, even though they suggest that history of residence in a given region 

provides some additional knowledge that helps respondents accurately classify dialects, the 

authors indicate a lack of trust in the methodology, citing similar results in Williams, Garrett, and 

Coupland (1999). 

Yet, as Purnell, Idsardi, and Baugh (1999) show, it appears that at least some people are 

able to classify certain dialects based on as little as one word. In attempting to show that many 

African-Americans and Latinos face housing discrimination in California, the authors found that 

speakers of African-American Vernacular English (AAVE) and Chicano English were more 

likely to be discriminated against in traditionally white neighborhoods. Using a matched-guise 

technique, where John Baugh (a tridialectal speaker) left messages with potential landlords in 

AAVE, Chicano English, and Standard English, they found that the non-standard dialects were 

less likely to be called back for an appointment by landlords in traditionally white areas. 

To further prove their point, they had additional listeners try to guess the ethnicity of the 

speaker, given one of the three guises that had been presented to landlords. Listeners were able to 
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distinguish Baughôs guises as black, Hispanic, or white rather consistently. In fact, in a separate 

experiment, given only the word ñhelloò from each of these guises, respondents accurately 

named the ethnicity more than 70% of the time. This evidence, in addition to Prestonôs results in 

dialect classification, shows that as little as one word can be used by listeners to identify a voice. 

But when we consider these results in light of the results of Clopper and Pisoni (2004) and of 

Williams, Garrett, and Coupland (1999), it appears unclear how well respondents can perform 

this task. 

3.3.5. Louisvilleôs Perspective? 

Specific to the Louisville situation, I return to some of Prestonôs work. As noted before, 

southern Indiana respondents in Prestonôs (1989) ñFive Visions of Americaò reported that the 

boundary between the South and the Midwest tends to follow the path of the Ohio River. Though 

the composite map in Figure 8 reveals a slight southern shift of this line, Preston indicates that 

southern Indiana respondents actually placed Kentucky in the Midwest as often as they placed it 

in the South. 

 

Figure 8 ï Composite map of southern Indiana hand-drawn maps, Preston (1989: 114) 
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But what is even more interesting about individual southern Indiana respondent maps is 

that, when classifying their state, they tend to divide it up in such a way that one part is 

considered Midwestern and another part Northern, while southern Indiana, the place they 

actually live, often gets no regional designation (Preston 1997). This lack of label might suggest 

that southern Indiana residents experience a similar border dilemma as the one expected among 

Louisville residents. They do not feel confident in calling their own variety ñMidwesternò, yet 

they know they are not ñSouthernò, thus positioning their location as a place between places. 

Preston also used the degree-of-difference task, as well as the correctness and 

pleasantness surveys. Southern Indiana respondents rated Kentucky as part of the generally 

pleasant south, though they rated Kentucky low on the correctness scale. Also, in their map 

drawing activity, they often included Kentucky with southern Indiana, though they rated 

Kentucky as rather different from the variety spoken in Indiana in the degree-of-difference task. 

Preston attributes this to linguistic insecurity, calling it ñan act of frightened dissociationò, 

adding that ñthe desire of residents from the southern part of the state to dissociate themselves 

from the traditional or even border South is strongò (1989: 56). He suggested, in later work 

(1993b), that this difference is felt less strongly among people of working-age, likely because 

Louisville, the largest local metropolitan area for southern Indiana residents, seems quite similar, 

thus making it difficult for respondents to view the river as a dividing line. 

In this previous work, we can see how mental maps can aid in the understanding of how 

regional identity is perceived. Looking at how southern Indiana respondents divide up the 

linguistic map of the United States shows that this region of the country is interesting for this 

type of investigation. If we look across the river at Louisville, do we find similar experiences of 
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linguistic insecurity? Do we find similar divisions? The examination of Louisvilliansô mental 

maps will indicate the level to which they experience the Ohio River as a border. 

 One piece of data, taken from Preston (1989), which might show more clearly that this 

type of mental mapping technique will be beneficial in an examination of Louisville, is a single, 

hand-drawn map by a young, white, college-enrolled female from Louisville. This map can be 

found in Figure 9. 

 

Figure 9 ï Individual hand -drawn map of a Louisvillian, Preston (1989: 128) 

 In this section of his book, Preston examines some future prospects for research in the 

folk dialectology tradition. He uses the Louisville map to show how his template for perceptual 

areas of the country (see Chapter 4) can create a consistent understanding of varieties, regardless 

of the individual labels selected by participants, insuring comparable perceptual maps in 

different areas. He claims that her labels Western Drawl, Midwest, Great Lakes, óSame slight 

Country Inflection I Haveô, Country/Hillbilly, New England, and Southern correspond to 

Northwest, Western, North, Midwest, Outer South, New England, and South, respectively, in the 
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template. Being able to categorize her labels makes the creation of a composite map easier and 

allows for comparison of composite maps in different areas of the country. 

 But because the current project is focused on Louisville in particular, we can look more 

precisely at how this one speaker divides up the country. Her line between Country and óSame 

slight Country Inflection I Haveô actually seems to run directly through Louisville. This might 

suggest that she experiences the border in this area; however, she indicates that one of these 

groups, particularly the one north of the Ohio River, which lines up to the Midwest category in 

the template, speaks the same as she does, thus aligning herself with a Midwestern dialect group. 

Also, the labels she uses for Kentucky varieties, like Country and Hillbilly , as opposed to 

other labels used in the rest of the South, like Southern and Distinctive ñSoftò Southern, express 

negative connotations for those varieties. It seems this speaker has selected these labels as a 

means for distinguishing herself from the poor English she perceives among other Kentuckians. 

Since the goal of showing this map was not to delve deeply into the folk perceptions of 

Louisvillians, we do not have additional attitudinal data to support this claim, but it appears that 

this speaker draws the same distinction between Midwestern and Southern varieties as traditional 

dialectologists but seemingly places Louisville within the Midwestern region. While we cannot 

make generalizations based on one map, this map suggests that the data collected in the 

Louisville area will be beneficial to the study of language attitudes and the perception of regional 

identity. 

4 Discussion 

Overall, folk dialectology can serve as a good corollary to production studies and 

language attitude surveys. Despite the fact that folk notions have largely been ignored, 

considered incidental, or have been presented as anecdotal (see Preston 1989, 1993b), work in 
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the field reveals that perceptions can be systematically collected and analyzed (Niedzielski and 

Preston 2000). 

To summarize, this theoretical framework will aid in our understanding of Louisvilleôs 

place in the regional and dialectal landscape of the United States from the perspective of 

Louisvillians. While Preston (1989) has examined the population just across the Ohio River in 

southern Indiana, Louisville has not been included in folk dialectology research. By combining 

many aspects of the methodologies in folk linguistic research, I show how Louisville is located at 

a very interesting border, where identity alignments are anything but straightforward. 

In the next chapter, I describe Louisville as an area of interest, discussing in particular 

how Louisville is positioned at many types of borders. I examine the geographical, political, 

linguistic, historical, cultural, and perceptual facts that position Louisville as located between 

Southern and non-Southern regional representations. 
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CHAPTER 3: ABOUT LOUISVILLE  

1 Overview 

 Since the main objective of this dissertation is to gain a better understanding of the ways 

in which regional identity is perceived and constructed linguistically at borders, the goal of this 

chapter is to better situate Louisville as a border city. I begin by providing some general 

information about the city, including maps of the city itself and the city in its larger geographic 

region. This is followed by detailed discussions of the ways in which Louisville can be 

considered as ña place between placesò (Llamas 2007), examining how geographic, political, 

linguistic, historical, cultural, and perceptual facts position Louisville as Southern and yet non-

Southern simultaneously. 

2 General Information 

Louisville was founded by George Rogers Clark in May 1778, when he established ñthe 

remotest outpost of American settlement during the War for Independenceò (Share 1982: 3) at 

Corn Island, near present-day Louisville. The city was named in honor of King Louis XVI of 

France. The city ñis located on the left bank of the Ohio River about six hundred miles 

downstream from the confluence of the Monongahela and Allegheny Rivers at Pittsburghò 

(Kleber 2001: 334). Louisville is bounded by the Ohio River to the North and West. 

It is home to the world-famous Churchill Downs and the annual running of the Kentucky 

Derby, the Louisville Slugger baseball bat, and Muhammad Ali. As the metropolitan area often 

includes parts of Southern Indiana (i.e. Jeffersonville, New Albany, Clarksville), the entire area 

is often referred to as Kentuckiana
6
 (Louisville Metro Government 2009). The map in Figure 10 

shows Louisvilleôs position in the surrounding region, while the map in Figure 11 shows a more 

detailed map of the city itself. 

                                                 
6
 Kentuckiana is a portmanteau, or blending, of the two state names, Kentucky and Indiana. 
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Figure 10 ï Louisville within its larger region 

 

Figure 11 ï A more detailed map of Louisville 
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With a population of over 700,000, Louisville is the largest city in Kentucky, a fact which 

has been true since 1830, when Louisville surpassed Lexington as the dominant urban center in 

the state (Share 1982). This number includes both the inner-city and the suburban populations, 

since the Louisville and Jefferson County governments merged in 2003 to become Louisville 

Metro, one of the 20 largest cities in the country (Louisville Metro Government 2009).  

Descriptions of Louisvilleôs location in the landscape of the United States vary, though it 

is often positioned just south of a North-South regional border in the United States. The city has 

been called ñAmericaôs southernmost northern city and its northernmost southern cityò 

(Emporis.com 2009). Another description takes geography as the starting point, but turns to other 

explanations in pointing out the complex nature of regionality in the area:  

In a larger geographic sense, Louisville lies at the western limits of the Outer Bluegrass 

physiographically, and, as a town, between the Midwest and the South culturally. This 

latter situation was reinforced by a large electric sign that was located for many years at 

the southern end of the Clark Memorial Bridge on the Louisville Gas and Electric Power 

Plant proudly proclaiming Louisville as the ñGateway to the South.ò (Kleber 2001: 335) 

These kinds of depictions, as well as other geographical, political, linguistic, historical, 

cultural, and perceptual facts point to Louisvilleôs position as a border town. The following 

sections further discuss this border nature. 

3 At a Geographic and Political Border 

Historically, geographical borders served as barriers to contact between people. 

Mountains and rivers provided natural protection from outside influences, good or bad. In a more 

connected, more mobile, globalized world, perhaps this role for geographical borders is outdated. 
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But the history of geographic borders points to some of the reasons why certain borders have had 

great significance in particular areas. 

 In Louisville, the Ohio River served as the reason for its founding (e.g. Kleber 2001). The 

Falls of the Ohio, the only natural barrier to navigating the Ohio River, is situated in the river 

where present-day Louisville is located. Here, ñ[t]he river dropped twenty-two feet in a distance 

of two miles, making passage dangerous at high water and all but impossible most of the yearò 

(Share 1982: 3). River traffic was brought to a halt in this area, though locals were able to help in 

navigation by unloading and moving boats downriver. Eventually, canals and the McAlpine 

Locks and Dam were built to facilitate navigation, but by that time, Louisville had already 

established itself as an important river town and major shipping port. 

 Some of the most natural political borders are also geographic ones. In this case, the Ohio 

River serves as the political boundary between Kentucky and Indiana as well, though as maps 

indicate, the river is actually within Kentuckyôs state borders.
7
  

Beyond state boundaries, one might consider the regional divisions set out by the United 

States Census to be another type of political boundary. In dividing the country into four 

divisions, the Ohio River again serves as the dividing line between what is called ñSouthò and 

ñMidwestò, as seen in Figure 12. 

                                                 
7
 This fact has caused some controversy in state political issues. For instance, since Kentucky does not permit casino 

gambling, but Indiana does, Indiana casino boats that had cruised the Ohio River were forced to permanently dock 

because of Kentuckyôs control over the river. 
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Figure 12 ï United States Census Regions and Divisions 

 This geographic and political border, however, can, in some ways, be seen as having little 

importance today. For instance, many residents of Southern Indiana find work in Louisville, and 

vice versa. In 1990, more than 32,000 workers came from Indiana for jobs in Louisville (Yater 

2001). 

4 At a Linguistic Border  

As noted earlier, there is a long tradition of using some part of the Ohio River as the 

northern border of the southern dialect region (i.e. Carver 1987, Labov 1991, Labov, Ash, and 

Boberg 2006). An interesting comparison of the earliest and latest of those listed here can be 

seen in Figure 13. Here, we find rather close agreement on the location of the northern boundary 

of the south, at least as it concerns Louisville. Labov, Ash, and Boberg state, ñThe 

Midland/South boundary along the Ohio River also coincides for a good part of its length with 

the Lower North/Upper South boundary of Carverò (2006: 149). 
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Figure 13 ï Carver (1987) and the Atlas of North American English, Labov, Ash, and Boberg (2006: 150) 

What is most interesting about the similarities in these isogloss maps is that they were 

each based on different types of linguistic data. Carver (1987) used lexical inventories to draw 

his boundaries, using much of the data collected by Kurath and others in earlier projects 

associated with The Linguistic Atlas of North America and Canada. Labov, Ash, and Boberg 

(2006) base their boundaries on sound changes occurring in different parts of the country. 

5 At a Historic Border  

5.1 Settlement and Connections 

The history of Louisvilleôs border nature begins at least as early as the Revolutionary 

War, when explorers were trying to find the best ways to move westward. It has been noted that 

ñ[t]he first and principal portion of the Kentucky pioneers ï those who fought the Revolutionary 

battles ï entered Kentucky by the Cumberland Gap routeò (Hulbert 1903: 176), which is located 

in the southeastern portion of the state, where Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia meet. The 

Ohio River served this function also, but to a lesser degree, as early on, travel downriver was 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































