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An  Analysis  of  American  Regional  Linguistic  Variation  and   Perception:  Owensboro,  Kentucky  &  Evansville,  Indiana    



By:  Kaitlyn  Elizabeth  Lee   Affiliation:  The  University  of  Kentucky     Abstract:   In  this  study,  I  research  the  dialect  boundary  between  the  Midlands  and  the   Southern  dialects  establish  by  Labov  et  al.  in  The  Atlas  of  North  American  English.   Labov  et  al.  and  others  before  them  (Carver)  have  drawn  dialect  boundaries   following  the  Ohio  River,  thus  separating  the  North  and  the  South  (Carver),  or  more   recently  the  Midlands  and  the  South  (Labov  et  al.).    Of  the  two  towns  in  my  research,   Evansville  lies  north  of  the  Ohio  River  thus  placing  it  in  the  Midlands  region,  while   Owensboro  lies  south  of  the  Ohio  River  and  in  the  Southern  region.    These  cities   however  are  only  forty  miles  or  sixty-‐five  kilometers  apart  from  each  other.    This   area  is  also  separated  culturally  by  the  historical  separation  of  the  Union  and  the   Confederacy  during  the  Civil  War.    This  historical  separation  is  based  on  pre-‐ existent,  pre-‐Civil  War  cultural  differences  that  placed  them  on  different  sides   during  the  war,1  and  which  were  exacerbated  post-‐war.      These  separate  cultural   identities  have  led  residents  of  Evansville  and  Owensboro  to  strive  to  maintain   culturally  separate  identities,  including  in  some  respects  their  use  of  language.    It  is   common  for  residents  of  this  area  to  assume  that  residents  of  Evansville  desire  the   overt  prestige  of  the  north,  while  many  residents  of  Owensboro  desire  the  covert   prestige  of  the  Southern  rural  dialect  or  the  standard  Southern  dialect.    This  study   looks  for  the  existence,  or  lack,  of  a  dialect  boundary  between  Evansville  and   Owensboro,  and  examines  how  residents  view  the  language  of  the  other  city,  of   which  they  are  not  a  resident.       This  research  was  conducted  using  a  variety  of  methods.  First,  the   participants  verbally  answered  a  verbally  administered  questionnaire  addressing   lexical,  grammatical,  and  syntactic  questions.    After  this,  the  participants  were   recorded  while  reading  a  story  passage.    After  the  recording,  I  asked  participants   about  their  views  of  their  language,  and  about  the  language  of  the  other  city  in  the   study  that  was  not  their  hometown.    There  were  a  total  of  forty-‐six  participants,   twenty-‐three  from  each  city.       My  findings  show  some  statistically  significant  lexical  variation  between  the   two  cities.  It  also  shows  a  difference  in  the  extent  of  the  “caught/cot”  merger,  or  the   merger  of  the  low  back  vowels,  [ɔ]  and  [o].    Residents  of  Owensboro  were  also   statistically  more  likely  to  say  that  residents  of  Evansville  sounded  similarly  to   residents  of  Owensboro.    Evansville  residents  were  more  likely  to  say  that  residents   of  Owensboro  sounded  different,  and  were  likely  to  give  examples  of  how  they   sounded  differently.    In  the  end,  no  definitive  conclusions  can  be  drawn  because  the   scope  of  my  research  is  too  wide  and  the  data  is  too  small.  It  does  however  give                                                                                                                   1  Although  Kentucky  was  neutral,  it  is  often  linked  socially  and  culturally  with  the   Confederacy  in  the  South.  



some  indication  of  things  that  are  likely  happening  in  the  area.    This  research  can  be   used  as  a  building  block  for  further  research  in  the  area,  and  further  research  on   dialect  boundaries  in  the  United  States.       Bibliography     Carver,  Craig.  American  Regional  Dialects-‐  A  Word  Geography.  The  University  of  Michigan   Press,  1989.   Labov,  William,  Sharon  Ash  and  Charles  Boberg.  The  Atlas  of  North  American  English.   Berlin,  New  York:  Mouton  de  Gruyter,  2006.  
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