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ABSTRACT

STABILITY AND CHANGE ALONG A DIALECT BOUNDARY:

THE LOW VOWELS OF SOUTHEASTERN NEW ENGLAND

Daniel Ezra Johnson

Supervisor: William Labov

This dissertation focuses on the low vowels in the area between Boston MA and Providence

RI. Providence has a low central /ah = o/ in father and bother, and a distinct raised back /oh/

in daughter. This will be called the Mid-Atlantic / Inland North system (MAIN). Boston

has a fronter /ah/, and /o = oh/ merged in low back position: the Eastern New England

system (ENE).

The ‘geographic study’ located the boundary between the two dialects by interviewing

senior citizens and young adults in 40 communities. For the older group, there was a sharp

boundary between the MAIN and ENE systems, generally matching colonial settlement

patterns. Most young adults agreed with their senior citizen counterparts. Some were

unclear or had merged all three categories, but in general, during the twentieth century,

mergers did not “expand at the expense of distinctions.

In the ‘family study’, several MAIN communities which had appeared stable showed

sudden /o/⇠/oh/ merger among children. Interviews with families revealed this especially

in South Attleboro MA (under 18 merged) and in Seekonk MA (under 10 merged). These

age-based changes divided some families between siblings. Children initially acquire their

parents’ systems, then reorganize them upon forming peer groups, but are fairly stable from

then on. To explain why the mergers happened in this order, the ‘migration hypothesis’ pro-

posed that when a certain proportion of merged young children enter a peer group, those

from distinct backgrounds abandon their distinction.
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This hypothesis was evaluated with data from the U.S. Census and the ‘school survey’,

which focused on the factors affecting individuals acquisition of the low vowels. A ques-

tionnaire was administered to some 1500 schoolchildren, and analyzed by mixed-model

logistic regression. Subjects’ histories consistently affected their responses. In ENE, stu-

dents who had moved from MAIN areas – even years earlier – marked more /o/⇠/oh/ pairs

“different” than natives did. And even for 12th graders, parents played an important role, if

they were from other dialect areas. Mothers had a greater effect overall, especially on their

daughters, while fathers’ smaller effect was primarily on their sons.
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Chapter 1

Vowel Merger

1.1 Introduction

This dissertation deals with questions of dialect geography, acquisition, stability and change.

The specific linguistic features used to examine these topics are the low vowels of south-

eastern New England (Massachusetts and Rhode Island). As these low vowel word classes

– /ah/ as in father, /o/ as in bother, and /oh/ as in daughter – display several possible mergers,

a review is in order of the nature, mechanisms, and causes of vowel merger.

Standard textbooks of historical linguistics do not make a theoretical distinction be-

tween mergers of consonants and of vowels (Hock 1986; Campbell 2004: 21). Nor, taking

as they do a longer-scale temporal perspective, do they distinguish between the different

mechanisms by which similar phonemes sometimes fall together as the same sound, thus

producing a merger of two word classes, and almost always creating homonymy between

pairs of previously distinct words.

The vowels have been less stable than the consonants in the modern periods of some

well-studied languages – English, French, German, and Yiddish, for example – and the

vocalic changes in the standard languages are exceeded by the multitudinous developments
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in their dialects. These have provided many classic examples of vowel mergers, and

perhaps revealed particularities that have elevated their study into a separate one from

investigations into the merger of consonants.

A general reason offered for why phonemes should not merge, or do not always do so,

is functional in nature: the homonymy created by merger would presumably make compre-

hension of a language more difficult, thus hindering communication. On the other hand,

the relative ease of pronouncing a language with fewer speech sounds could constitute a

functional argument in favor of merger.1

But there is little clear evidence that such functional factors are in play. Certainly, in the

history of Greek, there has been a tremendous amount of vowel merger, and consequent loss

of contrast between words. Through fronting, raising, unrounding, and the loss of glides

and length distinctions, nine distinct phonemes of Ancient Greek2 – ◆̆ /i/, ◆̄ /i:/, ✏◆ /e:/, ⌘ /E:/,

↵̄ /a:/, o◆ /oi/, �◆ /yi/, �̆ /y<u/, �̄ /y:<u:/ – eventually all merged as Modern Greek /i/, in

“the most spectacular example” of multiple merger into a single target (Labov 1994: 229).

The Greek example was of several processes happening at different points in time, aided

by the fact that general principles of vowel shifting (Labov 1994: 116) make the high front

monophthong /i/ a point of stability.3

In other cases, multiple vowel merger can occur as a single process, as the result of a

single cause. For example, when the Classical Latin system of distinctive vowel length

collapsed in the transition to Vulgar Latin, regular mergers took place in all varieties,

though their number and location differed by geographical area, as shown in Table 1.1

Hall (1950); Leonard (1978).

Though the details of these two- and three-way Vulgar Latin vowel mergers are differ-
1The tension is between the communicative function(s) of language (Jakobson 1960), and a version of the

principle of least effort (Bloomfield 1933; Zipf 1949).
2Note that the diacritics used to indicate long and short vowels were not used in ancient times.
3There are no length contrasts in the Modern Greek vowel system, so /i/ is neither properly short, and so

liable to falling, nor long, and so susceptible to diphthongization and falling of the nucleus (Labov 1994).
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CLASSICAL LATIN WESTERN ROMANCE ROMANIAN SICILIAN SARDINIAN

i: i i i i
ifl e e i i
e: e e i e
efl E E e e
a a a a a
a: a a a a
ofl O o o o
o: o o u o
ufl o u u u
u: u u u u

10 distinct vowels 7 distinct vowels 6 d.v. 5 d.v. 5 d.v.

Table 1.1: Vulgar Latin mergers following loss of Classical Latin vowel length

ent, they were all caused by the fact that after the loss of Classical Latin’s distinctive vowel

length, there were simply too many vowels (both front and back), in too small a phonetic

space, for them all to remain distinct.4

Thinking about vowels in terms of their position and potential crowding in a kind of

space – related, but not exactly equivalent, to the physical space available for the tongue’s

movements in the mouth – is due to the work of Martinet (1955). This is also a functional

approach, one that focuses on the constraints on vowel production for the speaker, as well

as ease of comprehension for the hearer.

For Martinet, many vowel shifts – especially chain shifts, which involve several vowels

at once – are seen as a way of avoiding merger and its functional consequences. From this

point of view, the many mergers that do nevertheless occur are exceptional (Labov 1994:

266). However, another fundamental principle according to Martinet is the pressure to

achieve symmetry in phonological (sub)systems. In many cases, this desire for symmetry

can be fulfilled by vowel merger. And sometimes, a merger not only creates a more
4Merger was not the only option, however. Boston MA, for example, has six distinct front vowel

phonemes with approximately the following phonetics: [Ìi], [Ì], [Ei], [E], [æ], [a:]. In this case, a tense/lax
distinction, accompanied by diphthongization, serves to keep the vowels apart. In the Vulgar Latin case(s),
on the other hand, mergers were the result.

3
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symmetrical system, but relieves articulatory crowding at the same time.

Most, if not all, of the vowel mergers mentioned above are of the type known as merger-

by-approximation (Trudgill and Foxcroft 1978). These are regular sound changes which

occur below the level of conscious awareness. They are lexically abrupt, affecting all

members of the relevant word classes at the same time, and phonetically gradual. In the

terms of (Guy 1990), these are “spontaneous”, “internally induced” changes, which stem

from language-internal pressures such as those mentioned above.

In merger-by-approximation, two vowels can move toward each other, ending up merged

in an intermediate phonetic position, or one can move while the other remains in place,

resulting in a merger with the quality of the stationary vowel (Labov 1994: 321).5

Although the outcome may be the same, and even indistinguishable after the fact, a

quite different mechanism of merger is merger-by-transfer, a term that was also introduced

by Trudgill and Foxcroft (1978). Here, the primary cause is contact with another variety of

the language, and the change occurs above the level of conscious awareness (Labov 1994:

321). In short, it is a type of “borrowing” (Guy 1990). The merger proceeds gradually

through the relevant subset of the lexicon (lexical diffusion), but is phonetically abrupt: no

intermediate, approximate phonetic forms are observed.6

1.2 Merger-by-expansion: Herold (1990)

A third mechanism of merger was proposed in the detailed investigation of Herold (1990).

As it is the most relevant for the findings of subsequent chapters, this work will be described

in depth. Herold discovered an area of low back merger – of the /o/ in cot and the /oh/ in

caught – that was previously unknown, in northeast Pennsylvania. Along with documenting
5In the Greek example, /i/ stayed put while numerous other vowels approximated and then merged with

it, over a period of many centuries.
6In Boston, an example of transfer is the replacement of ‘broad-a’ words by the mainstream ‘short-a’. The

word [ask] could be replaced by [æsk], without intermediate stages; [haf] and [kant] may remain unaffected.
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it, she convincingly attributed its origin to a period of heavy foreign immigration.

Specifically, foreigners who came to work in the local anthracite coal-mining industry

failed to acquire the low back distinction from the native population, who were in a minor-

ity. The immigrants’ numbers were great enough that they passed the merger on to their

children, and the children of natives adopted it as well, making it general in mining towns.7

This process happened – apparently independently – in most of the anthracite mining

towns, one of which Herold studied in particular detail: Tamaqua PA, population 8000.

Interviewing some thirty natives of that town, Herold found that speakers 74 and older (in

1988) maintained the low back distinction, while speakers younger than 65 had lost it.

Under the simplest apparent-time interpretation, merger occurred community-wide circa

1920, and was complete in no more than ten years’ time. Figure 1.1 shows the ten speakers

acoustically analyzed in Tamaqua, who span the entire age range of the population.

Herold developed the following theory of individual development to accompany this

community-level observation of rapid change. When speakers with the distinction interact

with those with the merger, those with the distinction stop relying on it to distinguish

words, since the usual phonetic cues are useless (or worse) in the speech of their merged

interlocutors.8 And before long, they stop producing the distinction as well.

Herold noted that after this mechanism had ostensibly been at work, the acoustic range

of the merged phoneme of the younger Tamaqua speakers was very wide. The combined

vowel ranged phonetically over the combined ranges of both original phonemes.

Such an outcome would not have resulted from either of two previously attested merger

types: not if one of the two sounds had gradually encroached on the other until complete
7The period of heaviest immigration was at the beginning of the early 20th century, and a large proportion

of the foreign miners were from Slavic-speaking countries. Herold suggests that this Slavic connection is
possibly relevant to the merger, but acknowledges that few European immigrants of any language background
would have had something similar to the low back vowel distinction in their first languages.

8“. . . a distinction ceases to be useful for making semantic distinctions when one is in contact with people
who do not reliably produce it. The truth of this proposition is obvious. . . ” (Herold 1990: 92).
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Figure 1.1: Low back vowel status of ten natives of Tamaqua PA; unfilled symbols:
/o/6=/oh/; filled symbols: /o=oh/; circles: females; squares: males (from Herold 1990)

overlap occurred (merger-by-approximation) nor if items from one category had jumped to

the other category one by one (merger-by-transfer).

Herold coined the term merger-by-expansion to describe the type of change seen in

Tamaqua, and most likely in other similar communities nearby. It was considered a change

from below (i.e. from below the level of conscious awareness), unlike merger-by-transfer,

and it was phonetically abrupt, unlike the gradual merger-by-approximation. Since people

who did not speak the local variety natively were crucial in the genesis of the change, it

belongs under “imposition” in the typology of Guy (1990).
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Figure 1.2 displays the vowels of a Tamaqua father and son (aged 81 and 46), who

display the distinct and merged patterns, respectively.9 Their similar vocal tract dimensions

makes the comparison of formant plots on the same scale possible. Note that the original /o/

and /oh/ clouds were not far separated even before the change, but are clearly completely

intermingled afterward.10

Figure 1.2

Despite the achievements of this analysis, several things raise questions for it. The first
9On Figure 1.1, the symbols for this father and son are aligned vertically, a convention that will be

followed for members of the same family on subsequent plots.
10It is probably also fair to say that the most extreme phonetic positions of the original phonemes are

no longer being used by the merged vowel. Herold does not label the tokens, making a discussion of the
changing influence of phonetic environment impossible.
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is that in some non-mining communities surveyed by Herold, younger speakers (mainly

those born after 1960) also display the low back merger. So without the same cause –

heavy foreign immigration – these places now display the same effect.

While it is easy enough to propose that the merger has recently spread from the mining

towns to the non-mining towns, this sets up a tale of two eras, one of independent foreign-

triggered mergers in mining towns, giving way to another of merger spread from mining

towns to non-mining towns.

To her credit, Herold provides some demographic support for the more recent shift:

That the merger is beginning to spread to nonmining towns in the anthracite

region is not surprising: many natives of towns that were economically self-

sufficient before the demise of the anthracite industry [around mid-century]

must now work and/or live in nonmining towns. (Herold 1997: 188)

Herold usually refers to “people” or “speakers” in contact, but I am proposing that it was

specifically the children of such outmovers from mining towns, growing up in non-mining

towns – their parents merged, their peers mainly unmerged – who had sufficient influence

and numbers to spread the merger generally to those communities (Herold 1990: 91-99).

Seeing children as the agents of change is crucial, even apart from these issues of

migration and spread, because of a neglected aspect of the situation in places like Tamaqua.

To review, Herold found all Tamaquans born before 1920 to be distinct and all those

born afterward to be merged. Because of this, the merger is said to have been “completed

within a single generation” (Herold 1997: 185).

But such a ‘completed’ change actually left the community divided, not unified. Al-

though the circumstances triggering merger apparently fell into place around 1920, they

did not affect people who had by then already acquired the distinction. Nor have years of

subsequent contact with younger speakers – such as the 40-plus years the distinct father,

introduced above, has presumably talked to his merged son – had any noticeable effect.
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Herold never specifies that it is mainly children who participate in the merger-by-

expansion mechanism she outlines. But by proposing that it is, we resolve the tension

between merger as something that spreads readily – among young enough speakers within

mining towns, and in later decades to non-mining towns – and the same merger as some-

thing that does not spread at all, regardless of heavy contact, such as from younger to older

speakers in mining towns like Tamaqua.

The revised proposal is that children from a distinct linguistic background are suscep-

tible to abandoning their distinction upon exposure to (enough) merged speakers, thus un-

dergoing merger-by-expansion. Older people, perhaps all those who have already acquired

a vowel distinction before they encounter significant evidence of merger, will likely retain

the distinct pattern for their entire lives.11

1.3 Fundamental principles of merger: Garde (1961) and

Herzog (1965)

One of the most well-known and important statements about mergers is known as Garde’s

Principle: “mergers are irreversible by linguistic means” (Labov 1994: 311). This is

Labov’s generalization based on Garde’s statement, “Si deux mots ont été rendus identiques

par un changement phonétique quelconque, ils ne peuvent plus jamais devenir différents par

voie phonétique”12 (Garde 1961: 38-9).

If it is true that homonymy between a single pair of words is irreversible, then the

merger of word classes must be at least as much so, leading Labov to state that “once
11We should be careful to distinguish between merger-by-expansion itself and the proposal that it is

triggered by misunderstandings and other communicative difficulties from the point of view of distinct
speakers. While the latter hypothesis is logical and appealing, Herold (1990) does not test it directly. Indeed,
it is not clear if children experience these difficulties (Labov, p.c.).

12“If two words have been made identical by some phonetic change, they can never become different by a
phonetic route.”
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two word classes have merged, they cannot be distinguished by any linguistic process”

(Labov 1994: 144). This means that once a speech community has completely merged two

historically-distinct word classes, the usual subconscious processes of sound change will

not separate them later.

Many apparent exceptions to Garde’s Principle are built into its formulation.13 When

two word classes appear to be merged, but are actually not, their later separation is no

threat to the principle. The reversal of several cases of falsely-believed merger is discussed

in Herold (1990: Ch. 4) and Labov (1994: Ch. 10).

A less commonly attested situation is where a true merger is reversed, but the reversal

does not occur ‘by linguistic means’. So if the population of a speech community were

drastically disrupted by large-scale immigration (or even invasion), the outcome could be

a variety that distinguished two phonemes which the original variety did not.14

If less drastic forms of dialect contact, and/or the influence of prestigious norms, were

to reverse a merger in a speech community, it would hardly be fair to call it a reversal

by non-linguistic means, since such processes are entirely normal and operate in most

communities at most times. But Garde makes it clear that this is the type of reversibility

he has in mind: “Si l’on rencontre des exceptions à cette irréversibilité, ce ne peut être que

dans le cas de la forte influence d’une langue littéraire sur un parler”15 (Garde 1961: 39).

It may be that Garde’s phrase “par voie phonétique” is best translated as “by sound

change”, with that term undersood as the Neogrammarian type of change from below. A

type of change that is blind to everything but phonetics seemingly could not affect each

member of a pair of homonyms differently.
13This is reminiscent of the famous Neogrammarian statement: “Every sound change, inasmuch as it

occurs mechanically, takes place according to laws that admit no exception” (Osthoff and Brugmann 1878,
translated in Lehmann 1967: 204, quoted in Labov 1994: 422). As Labov notes, the phrase “inasmuch as it
proceeds mechanically” excludes the important types of exceptions to the law: analogy and borrowing.

14In this extreme case, the new population might be considered a different speech community, anyway.
15“If we do find exceptions to this irreversibility, it can only be in the case of the strong influence of a

literary language on a local dialect.”
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Although we are not in the realm of morphology or syntax (Labov 1994: 311), trans-

lating “phonétique” as broadly as “linguistic” may be misleading, because changes from

above with the potential to reverse a merger, “favorisés par l’école et l’orthographe”,16 at

least in the several Slavic examples given by Garde, are still linguistic in nature.

An approximation in English of the reversal of a merger – whether or not we wish to

call it an exception to Garde’s Principle – is the separation of /2/ and /Ú/ in parts of northern

England. One of the premier shibboleths of Northern speech, the merger has huge social

significance, and apparently it is on the retreat. The merger once reached closer to London,

but “the southern six-vowel system is gradually spreading northwards [at the expense of

the northern system of five short vowels]” (Trudgill 1986: 29).17

A recent investigation of the speech of Charleston SC (Baranowski 2006) has revealed

the reversal of a conditioned merger, one where two or more vowels fall together, but only

in certain phonetic environments.18 In Charleston, /iyr/ as in beer, and /eyr/ as in bear were

pronounced alike by older speakers, but distinguished starting around the time of WWII.

Noting that the case “appears to be a counterexample to the generalization about merg-

ers known as Garde’s Principle” (120), Baranowski first considers that perhaps the sounds

were never truly merged, making their later separation much less problematic. However,

some speakers do show a complete merger under acoustic analysis. A second suggestion is

that the change happened through “extra-linguistic means” (120), namely the in-migration

of many people bearing the standard distinction between /iyr/ and /eyr/. But it is noted that
16“favored by school and spelling”
17However, in this case the five-vowel northern system had never really undergone a merger, but had

rather failed to undergo the split which had created the southern six-vowel system centuries earlier. For an
individual, learning this split is equivalent to reversing a merger. Such an un-merging is possible for speakers
who grew up in northern England and then moved to the south (Sankoff 2004). A study in the transition zone
between the two regions of England, Britain (2002), has shown the development of an intermediate phonetic
form in /2/-words, but does not deal with the evolution from a phonological point of view.

18The confounding in many American dialects among Mary, marry, and merry is a good example of
conditioned merger, in this case before intervocalic /r/. The same logic would make conditioned mergers
just as irreversible as unconditioned mergers of entire phonemes.
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rather failed to undergo the split which had created the southern six-vowel system centuries earlier. For an
individual, learning this split is equivalent to reversing a merger. Such an un-merging is possible for speakers
who grew up in northern England and then moved to the south (Sankoff 2004). A study in the transition zone
between the two regions of England, Britain (2002), has shown the development of an intermediate phonetic
form in /A/-WOI'dS,but doesnot deal with the evolution from a phonological point of view.

18Theconfounding in many American dialects among Mary, marry, and merry is a good example of
conditioned merger, in this case before intervocalic /r/. The same logic would make conditioned mergers
just as irreversible asunconditioned mergers of entire phonemes.
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the chronology does not quite line up, as the merger seems to have begun reversing itself a

decade or more before a large number of migrants arrived (Baranowski 2006: 121).

Regardless of these possible exceptions, we note that the irreversibility of merger within

a speech community would arise naturally enough from the great difficulty individuals have

acquiring distinctions (Kerswill 1996). If only the rare individual separates a merged word

class when exposed to the opposition, then presumably the opposition would never take

hold community-wide, barring truly massive demographic change.19

Garde’s principle of the irreversibility of merger within the community leads easily

to Herzog’s Principle, which has been called a corollary to it: “mergers expand at the

expense of distinctions” (Labov 1994: 313). Indeed, Herzog’s original formulation – “if no

extra-linguistic factors interfere, only the merger can expand geographically at the expense

of the differentiation” (Herzog 1965: 211) – is not meant as more than a summary of Garde.

Labov’s formulation of the principle seems to imply that a merger will expand at the

expense of an adjacent distinction. Herzog himself is more circumspect, saying that “only

the merger can expand”. Garde is even more agnostic, concerning the isogloss between a

distinction in Russian and a merger in Ukrainian: “l’isoglosse limitant cette homonymie

n’a pu se déplacer dans le passé que sur le territoire de l’Ukraine; dans l’avenir, elle peut

rester immobile, mais, si elle se déplace, ce ne peut être que sur le territoire de la Russie”20

(Garde 1961: 39; italics mine).

So there is agreement that the isogloss or limit of merger will not retreat; the merged

territory will not contract. This follows directly from Garde’s Principle, because such

a movement could only happen by the reversal of the merger. This implies that for a

community with a merger, contact with an adjacent community with the distinction will
19Note, however, that this account is naive as to the relative importance of different groups within the

community – particularly children – with respect to the propagation of linguistic change.
20“the isogloss that is the limit of this merger could not have shifted in the past except from Ukraine; in the

future, it may remain stable, but if it shifts, it can only shift towards Russia”
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have no effect. But there may be an effect in the opposite direction, whereby the merger

spreads to the formerly-distinct community. If this happens repeatedly along the length of

the isogloss, the entire area of merger will expand.

The question of when mergers can be expected to spread in this contagious manner, as

opposed to “remaining motionless”, is a matter of some disagreement. For Herzog, “the

most significant linguistic factor to limit [the] diffusion [of a change] is the nature of the

phonological system with which it comes into contact. If changes emanating from opposite

directions are structurally compatible they may overlap. . . ” (Herzog 1965: 211).21

Herzog’s premier example of such overlapping mergers is in Yiddish, where the loss of

vowel length in the Northeastern dialect – /i = i:/, /u = u:/ (Herzog 1965: 167) – converges

with the fronting and unrounding of high back vowels in the Central dialect – /u = i/,

/u: = i:/ (197). Each process caused merger in its own area, and the two overlapped in the

intermediate North Central zone, where only one vowel remains of the original four: /i/.

Apparently, these two changes were ‘structurally compatible’, although this concept is left

fairly vaguely defined. The New England mergers discussed below may be less compatible.

For Garde, studying the differences between the Slavic languages (rather than dialects

within them), there is less of an expectation that mergers will spread and overlap each other.

Instead, he finds that “sur chaque frontière linguistique important paraissent courir des

isoglosses distinctives de sens contraire, c-à-d. que la limite d’un groupe d’homonymies

réalisées d’un côté de la frontière correspond à la limite d’un autre groupe d’homonymies

réalisées de l’autre côté” 22 (Garde 1961: 58; italics original).

It is clear that Garde does not simply view this ‘equilibrium’ as a matter of waves of

change stopping at the boundary of structurally incompatible areas. He ultimately attributes
21Herzog continues: “. . . with the result that a third system will emerge which may, in turn, determine the

fate of the two adjoining systems, provided all three remain in relatively unimpeded contact.”
22“along every important linguistic boundary run distinctive isoglosses oriented in opposite directions; that

is, the limit of a group of mergers that have occurred on one side of the boundary corresponds to the limit of
another group of mergers that have occurred on the other side”
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the bundling of oppositely-oriented isoglosses of merger23 to “résistance à l’homonymie,

autrement dit le besoin de clarté”25 (Garde 1961: 62), noting that the mergers on one side

of a boundary are compensated for by a different group of mergers on the other side.26

For example, Garde notes that Polish and Lusatian (Sorbian) are the most conservative

Slavic languages in terms of their segmental phonology, but have conversely undergone the

most simplification of their prosodic systems (accent and intonation). But if it were true that

two changes like the loss of distinctive syllable accent, spreading from the Polish territory,

and the simplification of /tl/ and /dl/ clusters, spreading from the Russian territory, stopped

where they met to form part of an isogloss bundle – eventually a language boundary – this

could hardly be attributed to structural incompatibility between the two changes, because

they are completely unrelated. The equilibrium of distinctions suggested by Garde, if valid,

must operate on a higher level.27

In both these views, especially Garde’s, there is an assumption that the reason an

isogloss is found in a certain position is that it spread there from somewhere else. While

this is certainly justified when it is known that the isogloss was in a different position at

an earlier time, the assumption may be overused. Especially when a common settlement

history underlies a dialect area, we should consider the possibility of parallel internal

developments, even if the mechanism that enables them is not well understood.28

23The bundling of structural isoglosses is opposed to the isoglosses limiting non-phonemic changes, which
“passent n’importe où”24 (Garde 1961: 62).

25“resistance to merger, otherwise known as the desire for clarity”
26This seems to imply that more than a certain number of mergers is unacceptable to dialects, so they refuse

to accept any of Group A if they already have enough of Group B. This particular part of Garde’s argument
does not seem well thought-out.

27Indeed, Garde stresses the importance of the consciousness of the speakers of two neighboring
languages or dialects. The perception of difference may block the spread of change, regardless of true
structural incompatibility. Boberg (2000) considers this among several factors accounting for the surprising
non-influence of Detroit speech on the neighboring Canadian city of Windsor, although he ultimately relies
most on a version of structural incompatibility.

28I mean to raise a question that goes beyond the related issue of the Stammbaum vs. wave theories of
language change. Neither of these perspectives stresses the possibility of parallel innovations within a dialect
or language that are independent of contact between communities.
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Whether a merger affects a place by spreading to it from an adjacent place (contagious

diffusion; Hägerstrand 1953), by the longer-distance influence of some populous center

(hierarchical diffusion; ibid.), or by parallel, internal, structurally-motivated evolution, the

question still arises as to why it occurs there when it does.

Why mergers affect speech communities when they do – sometimes fairly suddenly,

and under circumstances which seem quite similar to ones associated with vowel system

stability in previous generations – is a difficult question. As we shall see, what look

like stable boundaries between speech communities can collapse; individuals with distinct

parents and older siblings can grow up merged.

1.4 Selected studies of low back merger in the United States

In the United States, the early Linguistic Atlas projects identified two areas where /o/ and

/oh/ – the vowels of cot and caught, respectively – were merged: eastern New England and

western Pennsylvania (Kurath and McDavid 1961). These areas are structurally different,

though, in that the eastern New England area has a distinct /ah/ vowel, as in ca(r)t, while

the three original low vowels are all merged as one in western Pennsylvania.29

A survey of long-distance telephone operators conducted by Labov in 1966 yielded a

national picture of the low back vowels that confirmed the merger in eastern New England,

the details of which will be discussed in Chapter 2 (Labov 1991; Labov et al. 2006). The

western Pennsylvania merger was found to extend further east in that state, as well as into

Ohio to the west.30 More significantly perhaps, a vast area of merger was revealed in the

western United States, including the Great Plains but excluding San Francisco and Los
29In general, references to ‘the low back merger’ or ‘the merger of /o/ and /oh/’ should be understood to

include /ah/ as well, unless the reference is to eastern New England. And the term ‘low vowel’ is always to
be understood to exclude /ae/.

30However, the area covered by Kurath and McDavid (1961) barely extended into Ohio, so the earlier study
could not have shown merger there.
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Angeles, where the distinction was still prevalent.31

Many local studies have since been conducted in areas near the edges of this western

area of low back merger, and they almost uniformly report the expansion of the merger.

Terrell (1976) interviewed more than a hundred children and teenagers in Orange County

CA (near Los Angeles) and found none of the natives had a /o/⇠/oh/ contrast,32 and that few

of the non-natives did.33 Many who had moved from areas of distinction had apparently

acquired the merger, “most in less than two years” in California (Terrell 1976: 355).34

The state of Minnesota was on the eastern edge of the western merged area, and Allen

(1976) anecdotally reports the expansion of the merger there: “During the past thirty years I

have observed in my classes at the University of Minnesota a steadily increasing proportion

of students who have no low-back rounded vowel except before /r/ . . . and hence lack any

distinction between, for example, caller and collar, tot and taught, and don and dawn”

(Allen 1976: 24, quoted in Wells 1982: 475).

Lusk (1976) is another report of similar vintage in which younger speakers are more

merged, in this case in Kansas City, right on the telephone survey’s merger boundary. As

summarized in Majors (2005: 165), Lusk found that “the speech of most subjects from

Kansas City born after 1956 is characterized by the low back vowel merger, but the merger

is largely absent from the oldest segment of the population.”

And Gordon (2006) finds that the low back merger is not limited to Kansas City at the

western edge of Missouri, but is in progress among younger speakers in most parts of that
31The telephone survey elicited the low back vowels in Hock and Hawk. Later work would show that the

environment before /k/ is one that disfavors the merger (Labov et al. 2006: 65).
32This was among white subjects. The black informants, native and non-native, all retained the distinction.

Fridland (2004) reports a similar difference. In general, the speakers being reviewed in this section are white.
33Only 2 of 36 non-native informants (6%) were said to “contrast”, but an additional 11 (36%) sometimes

used rounded allophones in contrastive contexts (minimal pairs, it appears). The presentation is somewhat
unclear, but it does seem that Terrell was able to observe a group of children in transition from their original
two-phoneme system, to the one-phoneme system of their native peers.

34For example, a boy who had moved from New Jersey at the age of ten, and when interviewed three years
later “was completely indistinguishable from native Californians by his speech” (Terrell 1976: 354).
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state. Only the area around St. Louis, in the east, retains the distinction.35

Bailey et al. (1993) is a study covering all of Oklahoma, another state divided by the

eastern boundary of the western merged area. Comparing speakers born before and after

1945, Bailey et al. show that the low back merger has diffused hierarchically. In the older

group, substantial merger is mainly restricted to Oklahoma City and Tulsa, the largest cities

in the state, while in the younger group it has spread to most parts of Oklahoma, except

those areas “far removed from major metropolitan centers” (Bailey et al. 1993: 370).36

All of the above instances of merger proceed phonetically by the unrounding of /oh/, so

that the merged vowel is approximately [A].37 Though geographically distant, yet another

report of the same phenomenon comes from Charleston SC, where “speakers over 50

almost uniformly distinguish between cot and caught, whereas for speakers below that age,

the merger progresses at a fast rate. For children and teenagers, then, the two phonemes are

almost completely merged.” (Baranowski 2006: 123).38

A recent publication (Irons 2007) deals with the complex situation found in Kentucky,

a state located fairly far from the western merged area, but only separated from western

Pennsylvania by West Virginia – and, as will be seen in §1.5, the low back merger is now

found throughout West Virginia.
35As reviewed in (Labov et al. 2006: Ch. 19.5), the dialect of St. Louis has in many respects departed from

its Midland origins and become more like an Inland North dialect. As such, it participates to some extent in
the Northern Cities Shift, fronting /o/ to a degree that essentially precludes the low back merger.

36Other studies documenting the merger on the West Coast are Metcalf (1972) in Southern California and
Mills (1980) in the Pacific Northwest. Others finding the advancement or spread of the merger are Bailey
et al. (1991) in Texas and Fridland (1998) in Memphis TN, a city further from the known boundary of merger.
These references, among others, are found in the review of the low back merger in Thomas (2001: 26-27).

37On the other hand, the earlier mergers in eastern New England (/o = oh/) and in Canada and western
Pennsylvania (/ah = o = oh/) resulted in merged vowels that are noticeably rounded, roughly [6]. I have also
observed rounded phones in Northern California, at least in some phonetic environments.

38Baranowski (2006: 125) also notes that all social class groups in Charleston, as well as both men and
women, are progressing towards merger in parallel. To explain this, though, it is not enough to say that
mergers take place below the level of conscious awareness, although they almost certainly do. Typical
phonetic changes from below are led by women and originate in the interior socioeconomic classes (Labov
2001). If mergers in progress tend to escape such gender and class differentiation, as they seem to do, it
may be that these phonological restructurings occur, in some sense, even further below the level of conscious
awareness than other changes such as vowel raising, fronting, etc.

17

state. Only the area around St. Louis, in the east, retains the distinction.35

Bailey et al. (1993) is a study covering all of Oklahoma, another state divided by the

easternboundary of the western merged area. Comparing speakersborn before and after

1945, Bailey et al. show that the low back merger has diffused hierarchically. In the older

group, substantialmerger is mainly restricted to Oklahoma City andTulsa, the largestcities

in the state, while in the younger group it has spreadto most parts of Oklahoma, except

thoseareas“far removed from major metropolitan centers” (Bailey et al. 1993: 370).36

All of the aboveinstancesof mergerproceedphonetically by the unrounding of /oh/, so

that the merged vowel is approximately [(1].37Though geographically distant, yet another

report of the same phenomenon comes from Charleston SC, where “speakers over 50

almost uniformly distinguish betweencot andcaught, whereasfor speakersbelow that age,

the mergerprogressesat a fast rate. For children andteenagers,then, the two phonemesare

almostcompletelymerged.”(Baranowski2006:123).38

A recent publication (Irons 2007) dealswith the complex situation found in Kentucky,

a state located fairly far from the western merged area, but only separatedfrom western

Pennsylvaniaby West Virginia —and, aswill be seenin §1.5, the low back merger is now

found throughout West Virginia.

35As reviewed in (Labov et al. 2006: Ch. 19.5), the dialect of St. Louis has in many respectsdepartedfrom
its Midland origins and become more like an Inland North dialect. As such, it participates to some extent in
the Northern Cities Shift, fronting /o/ to a degreethat essentially precludes the low back merger.

36Otherstudies documenting the merger on the West Coast are Metcalf (1972) in Southern California and
Mills (1980) in the Paci■c Northwest. Others ■nding the advancement or spread of the merger are Bailey

et al. (1991) in Texasand Fridland (1998) in Memphis TN, a city further from the known boundary of merger.
Thesereferences, among others, are found in the review of the low back merger in Thomas (2001: 26-27).

37Onthe other hand, the earlier mergers in eastern New England (/0 2 oh/) and in Canada and western
Pennsylvania (/ah = o 2 oh/) resulted in merged vowels that are noticeably rounded, roughly [D]. I have also
observedrounded phones in Northern California, at least in somephonetic environments.

38Baranowski (2006: 125) also notes that all social class groups in Charleston, as well as both men and

women, are progressing towards merger in parallel. To explain this, though, it is not enough to say that

mergers take place below the level of conscious awareness, although they almost certainly do. Typical
phonetic changesfrom below are led by women and originate in the interior socioeconomic classes(Labov
2001). If mergers in progress tend to escapesuch gender and class differentiation, as they seem to do, it

may be that thesephonological restructurings occur, in some sense,evenfurther below the level of conscious

awarenessthan other changessuch asvowel raising, fronting, etc.

17



Some decades ago, the low back distinction was found throughout Kentucky, although

it took on a different character in the southern and eastern parts of the state, where /oh/ was

pronounced [AO] or even [ao], with a back upglide characteristic of the South, rather than

a monophthong or ingliding diphthong. For speakers with this type of /oh/, it is often the

presence of the glide alone that distinguishes it from /o/, as the vowel nuclei are identical.

To summarize Irons (2007), there are now three different patterns found in Kentucky.

In the area around Louisville, the distinction is intact, although it is not clear why this

should be the case. Near Lexington and in northeastern part of the state, where major

transportation corridors connect to West Virginia, merger is found, and this is viewed as an

unsurprising expansion of the merged area to the east. But in most other parts of Kentucky,

as well, at least some younger speakers show total merger, despite older members of the

same communities exhibiting the distinction with the back upgliding /oh/.

Irons (2007) offers two lines of argument that the low back merger observed in these

communities is not an expansion of the Pennsylvania-West Virginia merger. One, which

appears less convincing, is that it must be a different process – merger by glide loss –

because of its phonetics. This might be more defensible if there were a more general

process of glide loss in the variety, or if intermediate stages of glide loss were observed.

Put simply, prior to the change, these communities showed a back upgliding /oh/, so there

is no way merger could have occurred without glide loss. From a theoretical perspective,

then, the sudden merger in Kentucky does not seem different from Herold’s merger-by-

expansion, although that term does imply an expansion in phonetic space that would not

even be expected in Kentucky, where the vowel nuclei were already the same. But the

observation that “the geographic patterns in the distribution of the merger across the state do

not follow general predictions of a standard model for the diffusion of linguistic innovation

and change” (Irons 2007: 165-166) is much more pointed. Most areas where glide loss was

found have low population densities and are far from major transportation routes, which

18

Some decadesago, the low back distinction was found throughout Kentucky, although

it took on a different characterin the southernandeasternparts of the state,where /oh/ was

pronounced [do] or even [ao], with a back upglide characteristic of the South, rather than

a monophthong or ingliding diphthong. For speakerswith this type of /oh/, it is often the

presenceof the glide alone that distinguishes it from /o/, asthe vowel nuclei are identical.

To summarize Irons (2007), there are now three different patterns found in Kentucky.

In the area around Louisville, the distinction is intact, although it is not clear why this

should be the case. Near Lexington and in northeastern part of the state, where major

transportation corridors connect to West Virginia, merger is found, and this is viewed as an

unsurprising expansionof the mergedareato the east.But in most other parts of Kentucky,

as well, at least some younger speakersshow total merger, despite older members of the

samecommunities exhibiting the distinction with the back upgliding /oh/.

Irons (2007) offers two lines of argument that the low back merger observed in these

communities is not an expansion of the Pennsylvania-WestVirginia merger. One, which

appearsless convincing, is that it must be a different process —merger by glide loss —

becauseof its phonetics. This might be more defensible if there were a more general

processof glide loss in the variety, or if intermediate stagesof glide loss were observed.

Put simply, prior to the change,thesecommunities showeda back upgliding /oh/, so there

is no way merger could have occurred without glide loss. From a theoretical perspective,

then, the sudden merger in Kentucky does not seem different from Herold’s merger-by-

expansion, although that term does imply an expansion in phonetic spacethat would not

even be expected in Kentucky, where the vowel nuclei were already the same. But the

observationthat “the geographicpatternsin the distribution of the mergeracrossthe statedo

not follow generalpredictions of a standardmodel for the diffusion of linguistic innovation

andchange” (Irons 2007: 165-166) is much more pointed. Most areaswhere glide loss was

found have low population densities and are far from major transportation routes, which

18



challenges traditional explanations involving either contagious or hierarchical diffusion.39

1.5 A comprehensive look at merger: Labov et al. (2006)

The publication of the Atlas of North American English, abbreviated ANAE (Labov et al.

2006), considerably advanced the understanding of the geographic distribution of the low

back merger and its dynamics in the United States.40 Based on telephone interviews with

762 speakers, it traces anew the boundaries of the three main areas of low back merger:

eastern New England, western Pennsylvania, and the West. Of these three, the merger in

the West is still in progress; that is, not all speakers in the area exhibit it.41 And the ‘western

Pennsylvania’ area was seen to now include West Virginia and adjacent parts of Kentucky

(Labov et al. 2006: 59).

The merger was found to be most advanced in the environment before /n/ (Don⇠dawn),

and least advanced in the environment before /k/ (sock⇠talk).42 A fair number of speakers,

particularly in the South, showed the merger only before /n/. However, these speakers were

not clustered geographically in a way that would suggest that the merger expands spatially

on an environment-by-environment basis (ibid.).

Although the major dialect areas were not defined on the basis of the low back merger,
39While the same explanation may not hold everywhere, merger via the loss of the /oh/ upglide has

been reported more widely in the South. Feagin (1993) reported it among middle-class younger speakers
in Anniston AL, in the heart of the Southern dialect area. The merger was also observed in Roswell GA (an
outer suburb north of Atlanta), where Anderson (2005) attributed it to heavy in-migration from other dialect
areas. But in Griffin GA (further from Atlanta, and to the south), McNair (2005) finds glide loss without
merger among younger speakers, casting further doubt on the concept of ‘merger by glide loss’.

40The low back merger is essentially complete throughout all of Canada. Why Canadian English developed
this way is an interesting question, though beyond the scope of this work. In fact, one rarely reads speculations
on why a particular area developed the merger, while another did not. Perhaps the Scotch-Irish element
in western Pennsylvania, or the generally dialectally-mixed settlement history of the West (and Canada?),
contributed to eventual merger. Eastern New England may be the most puzzling case; see Chapter 2.

41The eastern New England merger is also said to be “progressing toward completion” (Labov et al. 2006:
59). This somewhat conflicts with data to be presented in Chapter 4, where most eastern New England
informants of all ages showed a total /o/⇠/oh/ merger.

42The other pairs elicited were hot⇠caught and dollar⇠caller.

19

challengestraditional explanations involving either contagious or hierarchical diffusion.39

1.5 A comprehensive look at merger: Labov et al. (2006)

The publication of the Atlas of North American English, abbreviatedANAE (Labov et al.

2006), considerably advancedthe understanding of the geographic distribution of the low

back merger and its dynamics in the United States.40Based on telephone interviews with

762 speakers,it traces anew the boundaries of the three main areasof low back merger:

eastern New England, western Pennsylvania, and the West. Of these three, the merger in

theWest is still in progress;that is, not all speakersin the areaexhibit it.41And the ‘western

Pennsylvania’ areawas seento now include West Virginia and adjacentparts of Kentucky

(Labov et al. 2006: 59).

The merger was found to be most advanced in the environment before /n/ (Donrvdawn),

and least advancedin the environment before /k/ (sockrvtalk).42A fair number of speakers,

particularly in the South, showedthe merger only before /n/. However, thesespeakerswere

not clustered geographically in a way that would suggestthat the merger expandsspatially

on an environment-by-environment basis (ibid.).

Although the major dialect areaswere not de■nedon the basis of the low back merger,

39While the same explanation may not hold everywhere, merger via the loss of the /oh/ upglide has
been reported more widely in the South. Feagin (1993) reported it among middle-class younger speakers
in Anniston AL, in the heart of the Southern dialect area. The merger was also observed in Roswell GA (an
outer suburb north of Atlanta), where Anderson (2005) attributed it to heavy in-migration from other dialect

areas. But in Grif■n GA (further from Atlanta, and to the south), McNair (2005) ■nds glide loss without

merger among younger speakers,casting further doubt on the concept of ‘merger by glide loss’.
40Thelow back merger is essentially complete throughout all of Canada.Why CanadianEnglish developed

this way is an interesting question, though beyond the scopeof this work. In fact, onerarely readsspeculations

on why a particular area developed the merger, while another did not. Perhaps the Scotch-Irish element
in western Pennsylvania, or the generally dialectally-mixed settlement history of the West (and Canada?),
contributed to eventual merger. Eastern New England may be the most puzzling case;seeChapter 2.

41TheeasternNew England merger is also said to be “progressing toward completion” (Labov et al. 2006:
59). This somewhat con■icts with data to be presented in Chapter 4, where most eastern New England
informants of all agesshowed a total /o/~/oh/ merger.

42Theother pairs elicited were hotwcaught and dollarwcaller.

l9



each one was unified in its behavior with respect to it. The South and Midland are outside

the isogloss of regular low back merger, but the merger is in progress in both areas, even

if the progress is only a change (in producing and/or labeling the pairs) from “different” to

“close”, not “same”. In the Mid-Atlantic and Inland North, characterized by a raised /oh/

and a fronted /o/, respectively, complete maintenance of the distinction is not universal, but

it is widespread, with no sign of progress toward the merger in apparent time (ibid.).

ANAE compared the production results – whether the analyst judged the /o/ and /oh/

vowels of a pair to be the same – with the perception results – whether subjects thought

the words sounded the same (or rhymed). In most cases, the two agreed with each other.

Within the areas of general merger, among speakers who deviated from this norm, it was

equally common for production to lead perception as vice versa. But in the transitional and

mainly-distinct dialect areas, it was about three times as common for perception to lead

production: in the extreme case, for a speaker to pronounce a pair clearly differently but

judge it to be the same (Labov et al. 2006: 62).

The speakers whose perceptions led their productions were concentrated in the areas

where merger is an active process, which include parts of the West and South, and essen-

tially the entire Midland dialect area.

The Midland cities of Indianapolis and Columbus OH were examined in particular

detail. Indianapolis showed a transition whereby two of five speakers aged 40-49 were

fully distinct – in both perception and production, on all four pairs – while one of three

aged 10-19 was fully merged. Eleven others were transitional in one way or another.43

In Columbus, only one speaker in her sixties was fully distinct, while another fourteen

speakers, the youngest three being in their twenties, all showed an intermediate pattern.

In both cities, Don⇠dawn favored the merger and sock⇠talk the distinction. There was

no overall difference between men and women, and perception led production four to one
43In nearby Cincinnati OH, Boberg and Strassel (1995) had found a similar pattern of change.
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among asymmetrical subjects (Labov et al. 2006: 64).44

With respect to the earlier attempts to map the merger – PEAS (Kurath and McDavid

1961) and Labov’s 1966 telephone survey – the data of ANAE serve to correct or update the

picture, though it is not always clear which. The report in PEAS of the merger being found

in Rhode Island will be discussed extensively in Chapter 2; ANAE finds the distinction in

Providence. The expansion from western Pennsylvania into West Virginia and Kentucky

has been mentioned (Labov et al. 2006; Irons 2007), but the telephone survey showed it

having expanded east and west into central Pennsylvania and much of northern Ohio; ANAE

finds the distinction in these areas. Rather than suggesting an actual retreat of the merger,

it may be that the larger ANAE sample is more trustworthy than the smaller selection of

telephone operators.45

Another area where ANAE shows less expansion of the merger than might have been

expected is in the Upper Midwest. In fact, the eastern boundary of the western merged area

is further west according to ANAE than it was in the telephone survey, in Minnesota, South

Dakota, and Nebraska. This mismatch is puzzling, and (Labov et al. 2006) do not offer an

explanation, nor do they emphasize this as an apparent reversal of Herzog’s Principle. It is

at least clear, though, that the merger has not expanded to the east.

Summarizing the research on the low back merger, we find that in the dialect areas

where it was already characteristic – eastern New England, western Pennsylvania, and

the West – it has continued towards completion, and in the case of western Pennsylvania,

expanded into an adjacent area of the Midland with which it already had much in common.
44ANAE adopts Herold’s explanation (see §1.2) that originally-distinct speakers, when they communicate

with merged ones, find their distinction counterproductive and stop relying on it in perception, perhaps
eventually abandoning it in production as well. But clearly, in the Midland at least, communities are not
adopting the merger in the sudden and total fashion that Herold observed in Tamaqua, and that will be seen
in Chapter 5. Instead, heterogeneity is found within age groups, and transitional patterns last for decades.

45For central Pennsylvania, however, another set of telephone interviews conducted by Herold in 1987-
1988 showed a regular solidification and eastward movement . . . the isogloss reached the Susquehanna River”
(Labov 1991: 32). Part of the difference may be in the treatment of places with mixed patterns. Some studies
tend to include these in their isoglosses of merger, while ANAE tends to exclude them.
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On the other hand, expansion across dialect boundaries is not usual, with areas like the

Upper Midwest, central Pennsylvania, most of Ohio, and Rhode Island remaining distinct.

However, the merger’s definite presence in Vermont, and its possible appearance in western

Massachusetts may be an exception, if the merger spread there from eastern New England.

In the Midland and the South, the merger is a newer phenomenon. It appears to be

developing in parallel across the entire Midland, replacing more heterogeneous patterns

(Labov 2006). In the South, it is less advanced, but advancing more quickly than in any

other region (Labov et al. 2006: 59). As in the Midland, the Southern merger is not

spreading from any particular point(s) of origin, but appearing roughly simultaneously in

several states.

In most of the South, the merger can only proceed by displacing a prior system with a

back upgliding /oh/. In the past, before it began to prove so unstable, this variety of /oh/

might have been pointed out as a structural factor giving the South resistance to the low

back merger, just as the raised /oh/ is still thought to be one in the Mid-Atlantic area, and

the fronted /o/ in the Inland North.

Since this dissertation will show that communities on the edge of the Mid-Atlantic area

– complete with raised, ingliding /oh/ – can yield to the low back merger within a generation

(see Chapter 5), it may be worth questioning whether the Mid-Atlantic and Inland North

low vowel patterns will really provide any more resistance to the merger, if it really arrives,

than the traditional Southern pattern recently seems to have done.

A chronological argument might be available: if, for example, the disappearance of

one of the three ‘resistance patterns’ could be shown to have preceded the appearance of

the merger, this might bolster the case for saying these patterns are resisting the low back

merger, rather than merely being incompatible with it. On the other hand, one could also

argue that a gradual erosion of the Southern back upglide – note that Irons (2007) mentions

no such thing – or lowering of the Mid-Atlantic raised /oh/ towards /o/ – which is seen to
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precede merger in Chapter 5 – is actually the first sign of the merger itself.

Extrapolating from these issues, two general questions can be raised. The one which

has been treated more often in the literature is the question of when we can expect a merger

(or other change) to diffuse from one dialect area to another. The amount and type of

contact, whether the contact is primarily between adults – as Labov (2007) suggests – or

also involves the migration of children, and the structural compatibility between the dialects

are all relevant here. A related concern, in interpreting the past, is how to know whether a

change diffused from dialect area A to dialect area B, or whether it ‘simply’ developed in

area A at one time, and in area B at a later time, for reasons of the same type.

This brings us to the second general question, which concerns a different kind of

structural compatibility: what is it about all the dialects within a dialect area that cause

them to undergo the same changes in parallel? Although it has received less attention,

this is perhaps a more important topic, as parallel phonological evolution within dialects –

transmission and incrementation, in the terms of Labov (2007) – is “the primary source of

diversity” in language (Labov 2007: 5).

The original Stammbaum model of linguistic diversification assumes that (small) popu-

lations of speakers inherit and pass down the majority of their language faithfully, but that

innovations come to distinguish populations that are no longer in contact with each other,

eventually creating a tree-like relationship between languages or dialects. The implication

is that within each population, innovations diffuse more or less completely. Bloomfield’s

‘density principle’ is a refinement of this: “When any innovation in the way of speaking

spreads over a district, the limit of this spread is sure to be along some lines of weakness in

the network of oral communication . . . ” (Bloomfield 1933: 476).

However, the Midland and Southern low back mergers, and more impressively the

Northern Cities Shift (Labov et al. 2006: 14.2), and the Southern Shift (Labov et al.

2006: Ch. 18.3) show that this essentially diffusionist model is seriously insufficient.
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Even if the boundaries of these large areas are “lines of weakness in the network of oral

communication”, which they may or may not be,46 the practically simultaneous and nearly

identical development of these complex shifts across dialect areas that are hundreds of

miles wide simply precludes any explanation whereby innovations spread throughout a

dialect area but not outside it. Innovation and incrementation must be internal processes.47

1.6 The study of merger on three levels

This dissertation will report on the results of three studies related to merger among the low

vowels. The school survey (Chapter 3) will examine constraints on individuals acquiring

the low back vowels, as revealed by their evaluation of minimal pairs on a questionnaire.

The geographic study (Chapter 4) will look at the relationship, in space and time, of dialects

with different patterns of merger. And the family study (Chapter 5) will explore the process

of merger as it affects speech communities, looking at a small number of places where the

low back merger is ongoing.

When Kerswill (1996: 200) ranks different phenomena in a “difficulty hierarchy” with

respect to their ease of acquisition when people encounter them with exposure to a second

dialect – finding that mergers are much easier to acquire than distinctions – the focus is

on the individual level. Chapter 3 tests this conclusion (among other hypotheses) and
46“The tight bundle of isoglosses that defines the southern limit of the N[orthern] C[ities] S[hift] coincides

with the North/Midland settlement line, and cuts across high concentrations of population density and high
levels of communication” (Labov 2003). Perhaps the levels of communication across the line are lower than
they are within each settlement area – this would be my expectation from studying New England – but they
are clearly not weak enough to account for the linguistic divide. If we accept the proposition that “[w]hen two
groups are in continuous communication, linguistic convergence is expected and any degree of divergence
requires an explanation” (Labov 2002), then we are led towards relying on a structural incompatibility account
(Labov 2003). However, the more nuanced perspective of Labov (2007) would not expect diffusion of a
complex structural shift. That the limit of the shift matches the settlement boundary becomes almost expected.

47Another question is whether the process of incrementation is mainly social or mainly structural. Do
children learn the direction and speed of changes from observing older members of their communities –
presumably this is what Labov (2007: 3) means by “inherited age vectors” – or are changes somehow more
‘built-in’ than that, and even potentially predictable, if the laws they obey were better known?
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essentially supports it.

When Labov (1994: 313) states Herzog’s Principle that “mergers expand at the expense

of distinctions” – that is, areas of merger expand geographically over time – this is a

generalization on the dialect level. Chapter 4 will not provide evidence for any regular

or wholesale expansion, but rather a period of stability accompanied by some expansion in

particular areas.

What connects these two levels – the micro-level of the individual speaker and the

macro-level of the dialect area – is an account of merger on an intermediate level: the level

of the speech community. Chapter 4 will describe sudden merger (merger-by-expansion)

among children in several speech communities, and offer an explanation for why and when

the mergers took place, based on changing demographics in those communities.

Chapter 2 gives background on the study area – southeastern New England – and the

results of previous linguistic research on the low vowels in New England more generally.

25

essentially supportsit.

When Labov (1994: 313) statesHerzog’s Principle that “mergers expandat the expense

of distinctions” —that is, areas of merger expand geographically over time —this is a

generalization on the dialect level. Chapter 4 will not provide evidence for any regular

or wholesale expansion,but rather a period of stability accompaniedby someexpansionin

particular areas.

What connects these two levels —the micro-level of the individual speaker and the

macro-level of the dialect area—is an account of merger on an intermediate level: the level

of the speechcommunity. Chapter 4 will describe suddenmerger (merger-by-expansion)

amongchildren in severalspeechcommunities, and offer an explanation for why andwhen

the mergerstook place, basedon changing demographicsin thosecommunities.

Chapter 2 gives background on the study area—southeasternNew England —and the

results of previous linguistic researchon the low vowels in New England more generally.

25



Chapter 2

The Low Vowels of New England:

History and Development

2.1 Introduction

To summarize the entire history of New England, or just of southeastern New England,

even if it could be done efficiently, would not be maximally relevant for the linguistic

topics under consideration here. Instead, following Zelinsky’s Doctrine of First Effective

Settlement,1 §2.2 will outline the earliest and, for our purposes, the most important period
1“Whenever an empty territory undergoes settlement, or an earlier population is dislodged by invaders,

the specific characteristics of the first group able to effect a viable, self-perpetuating society are of crucial
significance for the later social and cultural geography of the area, no matter how tiny the initial band of
settlers may have been. As an obvious corollary to this statement, we can ignore nonviable experiments, for
example, the Raleigh group in North Carolina or some ephemeral shore parties in pre-Puritan New England
and elsewhere. Thus, in terms of lasting impact, activities of a few hundred, or even a few score, initial
colonizers can mean much more for the cultural geography of a place than the contributions of tens of
thousands of new immigrants a few generations later” (Zelinsky 1973: 13-14).

Mufwene’s similar Founder Principle is language-specific: “Well, the founder principle means that the
people who settle the earliest in a new territory exert a large influence on the development of the new variety,
and this influence can be disproportionate to their size, because every new installment of newcomers will find
it more practical to speak like the locals than to speak like outsiders. Adults don’t succeed, but children do it
very quickly, because they want to be associated with the new language, with the new system, and they learn
everything local, including the way of speaking. In the vast majority of cases, the founder principle prevails;
but there are other cases where it will not prevail because the new layers of immigrants are suddenly much
more numerous, or they are socio-economically more powerful or more prestigious...” (Collins 2005: 453).
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of New England history, paying particular attention to the origins of the English settlers. It

will also discuss what is known, and what can reasonably be concluded, about the status of

the low vowels in that period.

In §2.3, the contributions of the Linguistic Atlas of New England (Kurath 1939-1943)

will be reviewed, along with studies based on it (and some which preceded it), with respect

to the low vowels. The best-known publication derived from LANE, Kurath and McDavid

(1961), tended to oversimplify matters, and rather infamously placed the low back merger

in Rhode Island and eastern Connecticut. The explanation of this error, and the literature

correcting it, will be reviewed.

More recent scholarship, as it pertains to the low back vowels of New England, is

reviewed in §2.4. Most of this section is devoted to the findings of Labov et al. (2006), and

where these agree with or differ from earlier results.

§2.5 presents the results of an auditory and acoustic analysis of the ‘Hanley recordings’

(Hall et al. 2002) from southeastern New England. These are recordings made just after

LANE, of some of the same informants, who were almost all born in the 19th century.

All these sources of data suggest a certain interpretation of the development of the low

vowels in New England, from settlement in the 17th century up into the 20th century, and

this account is given in §2.6.

By 1900, two principal dialect areas had mainly solidified in southeastern New England,

with the two largest cities on either side. Boston MA showed the merger of /o/ and /oh/,

while Providence RI retained the low back distinction. §2.7 describes the pilot study carried

out to locate the border area between these two dialects. The studies of Chapter 4 and

Chapter 5 were carried out in this study area along the border. Much of the data for Chapter

3 also comes from there.
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2.2 The settlement history of (southeastern) New England

There are two major ways in which settlement history can be important to the linguistic

geography of a territory. One concerns retentions, that is to say, current features whose

distribution can be associated with the origins of the settlers of different parts of the terri-

tory. A commonly-offered example is the hypothesis is that eastern New England speech

is non-rhotic because its first settlers mainly came from southern and eastern regions of

England, where the loss of post-vocalic /r/ was advanced. On the other hand, the settlers

of Appalachia, for example, mainly came from places where post-vocalic /r/ is either still

preserved (Scotland, Northern Ireland) or was likely still preserved at the time of emigration

(Northern England).2

But New England settlement history is not only important if we can use it to make

“trans-Atlantic connections”, a phrase associated in sociolinguistics with the work of Taglia-

monte,3 and as a more general concept in cultural history, associated with Fischer (1989).

Some linguists, such as Montgomery (2001), take issue with the over-simplifications

and mismatched comparisons made within this tradition, while remaining sympathetic to

the overall endeavor.

Others are more deeply critical, viewing the history of American English much more

in terms of divergence than retention. According to Dillard (1995: 6), not only is there

evidence that emigrants already spoke a standardized form of English, rather than broad

regional dialects, there is also reason to believe that the differences that did get imported

were “very strikingly leveled” by the 18th century, when British travelers noted “how the

Americans spoke English of amazing uniformity”.4

2This was meant as a simple example, but it is not an uncontroversial one. Another theory holds that the
settlers were rhotic, or variably rhotic, and that non-rhoticity diffused later through contact between coastal
areas and England. Downes (1998) reviews both positions, which are perhaps not irreconcilable in any case.

3A recent collection of work in this tradition, treating “transported dialects” world-wide, is Hickey (2004).
4Dillard also places a strong emphasis on the role of language contact and contact languages (pidgins).
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But even if British regional differences were largely leveled within early American

settlements, and most American regional differences developed later on American soil, it is

still important to trace settlement patterns. This is because areas with a common settlement

history share origins – the output of the same leveling processes – and lasting ties, and

innovations are likely to have developed in parallel within such settlement areas, or to have

diffused within them.

In the case of New England settlement, there are a number of intersecting unknowns. In

the first place, it is simply not fully known where in England the settlers came from.5 Our

knowledge of 17th century English regional dialects – assuming they were spoken by some

of the settlers – is very scant. Furthermore, it does not appear that any of this information

sheds much light on the low back vowels, in particular. The various low vowel mergers that

will be described in later chapters appear to be indigenous American developments.

Better recorded are the patterns in which the land of southeastern New England was

taken up by the colonists in the 17th and early 18th centuries, as they fanned out from

earlier coastal settlements and founded new ones in the interior. In many cases, new towns

were populated largely from particular older ones, and larger towns would be divided as

the population grew, so a sort of family tree of the settlements within each colony could be

constructed. At the same time, however, there was continued immigration from England,

as well as mobility within and between colonies.
5As noted by Banks (1930: 12), “In Bradford’s ‘History of Plymouth Plantation’, where he gives a detailed

list of the passengers of the Mayflower, there is not one reference to the family origin or home parish of any
one of the Pilgrims. Winthrop’s ‘Journal’ has a few casual references to the residences of emigrants, but
nowhere does he make allusion to the definite area whence were drawn the hundreds who came with him in
1630 in the great fleet to plant this Commonwealth. The inference is inevitable that they were not interested
in preserving this information, which we now have to seek out at the cost of so much labor and money for the
coming generations.”
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Figure 2.1: Counties of England and Wales
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