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ABSTRACT

We are in a period of globalization and immediate communication, and this discussion of American English
(AmE) offers a very counterintuitive fact: our local accents are not becoming homogenized or homogenous;
they are actually becoming even more differentiated. Relying on enormous acoustic surveys such as the
Atlas of North American English (ANAE) this study illustrates that change in language occurs in a
systematic manner in which we are getting a process of chain shifts i.e. Northern Cities Vowel Shift (NCVS)
and Southern Vowel Shift (SVS) that are tearing our regional systems of sound apart. The testament to this
is immense by analyzing both geographical and non-geographical varieties, including the much-
complicated structure of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) that is rule-based and shows that
the American voice is becoming more pronounced, rather than less.

Keywords: American English, regional accents, vowel shifts, linguistic variation, African American
Vernacular English

INTRODUCTION AND THESIS OF DIVERGENCE
American English (AmE) in Global Context

The present day American English is arguably the most powerful and the most influential form of the
language in the world. The AmE as a separate national voice was theorized with the American Revolution,
yet the reality that is spoken is more than homogenous. Although the written version is uniform, there is
still a rich blend of regional and ethnic accents to be found nationwide.

Interestingly, AmE still retains some of the linguistic remains that British English (BrE) lost; namely, it
still has rhoticity (pronunciation of the /r/ following a vowel; car), a feature that had become mostly lost
by traditional standard British accents.

The Sociolinguistic Thesis of Divergence

The biggest surprise of the contemporary studies of linguistic research is the discovery that contradicts the
common sense. Constant communication and great geographic mobility, we suppose, must result in dialect
leveling--a leveling off of differences. However, the key studies by William Labov and ANAE indicate
that the American dialects are actually splitting up. Cities such as Chicago, New York, and Dallas have
proven to be more different today in terms of the way they sound compared to the way the cities sounded
100 years ago. This widening gap proves that mass media is unexpectedly ineffective to intervene in the
systematic, profound phonetic transformations that characterize an accent; these radical sound shifts are
taught out only by the means of close, personal, interpersonal social networks.
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THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS
Methodological Shifts: From Lexicology to Variationist Sociolinguistics

Analysis of American accents has been developed into a catalogue of patient listing of words to a dynamic
science of sound change. This was already the huge Linguistic Atlas Project (LAP), initiated in 1929.
LAP field workers would talk with thousands of natives at a time, and carefully record the words and
their pronunciations and grammar in detailed phonetic script, long before audio recorders became the
norm.

This was broken when William Labov introduced variationist sociolinguistics. This technique changed
the emphasis of mapping words to the accurate real-time measurement of sound changes by acoustic
analysis. This culminated in the

2006 groundbreaking work, the Atlas of North American English (ANAE) that examined the data
obtained in metropolitan regions in the U.S. and Canada. The ANAE determined that accent change was
not an occurrence by itself, but rather mutually reinforcing components of coordinated, systematic
systems a landmark discovery that has remained influential in the field.

Core Phonological Features of General American (GA)

The lingua franca of the American branch (GA) gives the linguistic grounding--the wide range of accents
that do not come under the strong regional identification of the coasts or the South. The distinguishing
features of GA distinguish it among other varieties of English:

Rhoticity and Flapping

Rhoticity is the most familiar characteristic of GA according to which the /r/ after the vowel is always
pronounced (e.g., car). It is also typified by T and D flapping: /t/ /d/ alveolar stops tend to be softened to
a quick flap [r] between vowels, so that /metal/ / medal/ sound in a word are no longer differentiated by
hearing.

Velarization and Yod-Dropping

GA is characterized by the velarization of /L/ in all positions that produces a dark L ([1]) as opposed to the
British accents which tend to use a clear L in pre-vocalic positions. Moreover, GA takes part in the processes
of yod- dropping in the case of alveolar consonants, which means that the /j/ sound is lost in such words as
new, where it is replaced by a /nu/ sound.

Vowel Inventory
GA also tends to have one, brief, a vowel in words such as trap and bath, not splitting as does the standard
British accents. Most importantly, the interior of the U.S. can be characterized by the ubiquitous

occurrence of the cot -caught merger which reduces the vowels of such words as cot and caught into one
phoneme.
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Table 1: Key Phonological Distinctions between AmE and Traditional Standard BrE (RP):

FEATURE AMERICAN ENGLISH TRADITIONAL BRITISH
(GENERAL/MOST) ENGLISH (RP)

Rhoticity Generally Rhotic(Post- Non- Rhotic (Post- vocalic/r/
vocalic/r/pronounced) dropped)

T/D Flapping Present(e.g.metal and medal Absent
are homophones)

Velarization of /L/ Velarized([t])in all Clear([I]) in pre-vocalic
contexts(e.qg. filling) contexts

TRAP-BATH Vowel No split(often /z/) Split (Trap /&/, BATH /a:/)

GEOGRAPHICAL VARIATION AND SYSTEMATIC VOWEL SHIFTS (RESULTS)
The Inland North and the Northern Cities Vowel Shift (NCVS)

Inland North — the Great Lakes area that includes such cities as Chicago, Detroit, and Cleveland is the
epicenter of the Northern Cities Vowel Shift (NCVS) which is a radical linguistic change. It is a
systematic, counter-clockwise movement of the vowels of the mouth: the short a (as in bat) elevates and
tightens evolving into the short o (as in cot): the short o (as in cot) goes forward. The impact is so dramatic
that the name block when uttered by people of this area can sound like black to the ears of a foreigner.
This transformation, which has been going on at least since the 1930s, is a mark of identity to the region.

Cases of Southern American English(SAE) and the Southern Vowel Shift (SVS):

The drawl and the use of the in place of is what defines the accent of the Southeastern U.S. (including
much of Texas).Southern Vowel Shift (SVS) . Diphthongization and the raising of the front vowels are
the characteristics of the SVS, in contrast to the NCVS. The major characteristic is the shift in the vowel
in bed (/¢/) upwards acquiring a glide and thus sounding more like bayd. At the same time, the glide /a i
(ride) is reduced to a long monophthong [a:]. Traditionally, the SVS emerged during the aftermath of the
Civil War and was common in the 20 th century .

Mergers and the California Shift (CVS): The Midland and Western Dialects.

The "Neutral American English" was often thought to be the Midland region (Pennsylvania to Kansas)
which is vast. It is also characterized by its cot caught merger in which the vowels in cot and caught
become one sound. The Western dialects are also typical of this merge. The California Vowel Shift (CVS)
is also the innovation of the even geographically homogeneous West. The CVS has the dramatic fronting
of high and mid-back vowels, which have made the vowel of boot (/u/) shift forward to the place of beet
(though rounded lips).

In addition, the short vowel a splits nasally: it rises and slides in the presence of nasal consonants (such
as in ran), but turns backwards and lowers in other cases (such as in bat). Such a new development of
sound patterns brings out the role of local identity in creating a change in areas that have just been settled
on.
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SHIFT

PRIMARY REGION

CORE
PHONOLOGICAL
MOVEMENT

SALIENT
EXAMPLES

Northern Cities
Shift(NCVS)

Inland North(Great
Lakes)

Counter-clockwise
rotation;/ &/ raises
and tenses

Blocked sounds like
black; bet; lowers

Southern Vowel Shift
(SVS)

Southeastern U.S.
and Texas

Monophthongization of
/a1/; raising and gliding

Ride sounds like rahd,;
bed pronounced as bed

of front lax
vowels

Boot moves toward
beet; /&/ raises
before /n, n/ but
lowers elsewhere.

California/ Pacific
Northwest

California Vowel
Shift (CVS)

Extreme fronting of
high/mid-back
vowels(/u/,/oul);
nasal split of /e/

SOCIOLINGUISTIC VARIATION AND ETHNIC DIALECTS
African American Vernacular English (AAVE):

Sociolinguists have acknowledged that African American Vernacular English (AAVE) is a full-fledged
lingistic system that is advanced, complete and whose operations are dictated by a set of rules. Its roots lie
in non-standard dialects of English used by settlers in the Southern Colonies and its peculiar form has been
shaped under the strong influence of social segregation. Even though some minority opinion indicates that
it was affected by West African languages (the Creole Hypothesis), the general perception describes the
unigqueness of this language as a result of its social background.

An important observation is that AAVE is grammatically cohesive throughout the U.S., although it is
structurally breaking away of the local white elite dialects in large cities. This break radically shows that
close, thick social networks usually established through social boundaries are much more successful in
passing and perpetrating linguistic rules than merely geographical nearness.

AAVE Distinctive Grammatical Features
The most interesting peculiarity of AAVE is its advanced aspectual system that gives grammatical signs
of duration and type of actions-something that Standard English usually leaves to be deciphered through

the situation or adverbs:

e Zero Copula (Copula Deletion): The conjugated be verb (is, are) can be optionally omitted in
certain present tense contexts (e.g., She working hard).

¢ Habitual Be (Invariant Be): This is an act or condition that is repeated or recurring (e.g.,
She be working all the time) and it is in the explicit grammatical indication of aspect of
habituality.

e Perfective Done: Past tense has been used to clearly state that something has been done (e.g.,
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He done walked).

o Stressed BIN (Remote Past): This particle conveys the fact that something has been done or has
taken place in the remote past (e.g., She BIN married).

Latino Englishes and Cultural Contact

Latino Vernacular Englishes are language versions that develop as a result of language and cultural
interaction.Chicano English (CE) which is mostly spoken by individuals of Mexican descent is a known
and indigenous English dialect that has its own full grammar and vocabulary. It is important to mention
that CE is not a hybrid, but a native type and should not be confused with such a variant as learner English.
Miami Latino English and New York Latino English are other examples that show that various, localized
cultural histories do form unique linguistic systems.

Lexical Variation and Isoglosses:

Although the vowel moves form profound phonological fault lines, the lexical ones word usage is
commonly the most predictable and familiar regional markers, referred to as isoglosses. The name of a
sweetened carbonated drink in the region is the now classic one:

e Pop controls the North and the Great Lakes region.

o Generically, Coke refers to any fizzy drink throughout the Southern U.S. and throughout the
neighboring states (ex: Texas, Kentucky)

e The Northeast and the Southwestern U.S. are controlled by Soda.
DISCUSSION: SOCIAL DYNAMICS, PRESTIGE, AND LINGUISTIC IDENTITY
The Role of Migration and Historical Settlement

Contemporary accent distribution can be directly attributed to the past patterns of settlement. Indicatively,
the rhotic/non-rhotic division in the South can be traced on the distinct dialects that were introduced by the
initial settlers of the coast and the inland regions. Subsequently there were the later migrations of Protestant
Ulster Scots and Protestant Irish who added to the Appalachian English. Even accents which appear to be
rather far apart (e.g., New Orleans Yat and Brooklynese New York accents) have similarities as they have
a similar immigration background (Irish and Italian roots).

Dialect Prestige, Perception, and Linguistic Discrimination

Variation in language cannot be separated with social status and judgment. The sociolinguistic research
into the accent perception has demonstrated an important dichotomy:

Overt Prestige
The status and power (also known as overt prestige) is traditionally vested in British English, particularly

Received Pronunciation (RP), where speakers are scored highest in such dimensions as wealth and
education. This is usually construed to mean a remnant of colonialism.
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Covert Prestige

The American accents are given covert prestige (solidarity and trustworthiness), especially the local
dialect of the listener in which there is high degree of accent loyalty. This is because a general American
iS seen as the default standard.

The devaluation of people and their discrimination on the basis of their use of a particular language or
accent is a result of this social hierarchy and contributes towards linguistic racism. This impacts on the
speakers of ethnic dialects or non-native accents of people and has the potential of disadvantaging them
in jobs and schooling. Professional associations recommend the acknowledgment of all dialects of
American English as rule-based and complex systems to guarantee the nondiscriminatory practice.

Theoretical Implications of Sociolinguistic Divergence:

The most important finding is the social structure, rather than the geography or the technology, controls
the linguistic divergence. The fact that systematic sound is not influenced by mass media changes means
that the revolutions such as the NCVS and SVS are wholly based on the face to face close interaction
within the local communities.

This continued separation is associated with more sociopolitical reasons, such as history of race and
segregation in the antebellum U.S. When social groups have differentiated, thick networks (frequently
based on residential isolation), they will trigger and disseminate local lingual novelties that are
impervious in the social boundary, thereby leading to their corresponding dialects being actively
divergent over time.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
Synthesis of Contemporary AmE Dialectology:

The American English is a dynamic and active language environment which directly goes against the
homogenization expectations. Modern sociolinguistics attests to the fact that the variety of dialects is
growing, the active processes of sound change that cause systematic, internal (NCVS, SVS, CVS) active
reorganization of phonology in areas. These transformations have a direct connection with social
stratification, local identity, and historical migration. The factual reality of the linguistic world is that the
world is currently engaged in active, continuous, divergent geographical and ethnic ways, effectively
demonstrated in such sophisticated structures as African American Vernacular English and Chicano
English.

Outstanding Questions and Future Directions:

The future studies should focus on tracing the current trend of major sound changes and fill the gaps in the
research methodology:

¢ Diffusion of the cot-caught Merger: Additional acoustics and perception work will
have to be done to monitor the ultimate geographical limit of cot-caught merger which is
essentially rewriting the vowel system of the American interior.

e Sociopolitical Correlation and Network Density: The quantitative analyses of the exact
correlation between linguistic variables and contemporary indicators of social network density,
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such as residential segregation indices, political affiliation, and the functions of online and physical
communities in spreading particular sound changes, should be carried out in the course of research.

e Comprehensive Analysis of Ethnic Varieties: The incorporation and thorough investigation
of large ethnic dialects (AAVE, Latino Englishes, American Indian English) into the overall
North American phonological map should be a priority of future large-scale acoustic surveys
to fill in the known gaps in earlier landmark research.
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