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ABSTRACT

This paper summarizes a number of generalizations
concerning the vowels used in a dialect of English spoken in
northwest Arkansas. The generalizations are in the form of ordered
rules in line with theories of generative grammar. The concept of an
underlying system of diaphonemes is used, similar to that of Rudoloh
Troike. The primary focus is on vowels; consonants are considered
when they are involved in relevant phonetic environments. Tense and
lax vowels, and diphthonqgs are discussed in terms of their appearance
in a particular environment. A phonological matrix illustrates the
diaphonemes used in the dialect. Some generative rules for
pronunciation are provided along with examples, and references are
included. (VM)
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This paper iy an attenpt to surrarize a relatively srall nusber of general-
izatiors to account for sore features of pronunciastion in the variety of English
spoken in northwest Arkansas. These generalizations are in the form of ordered
rules, for the theoretical bias of the analysis is that of gererative grazrarv,
This study reflects general corpatibilicy with, and influcnce by, S. J. Keyser's
reviev of The pronunciation of Fnglish in the Atlantic states (1963), Chcomaky
and Halle's The sound pattern of English (1968), Jares Sledd's arcicle, Break-
ing, unlaut, and the Southemrn drawl (1966), and Pudolph Troike's article, Over—
all pattern and generative phonology (1971).

The rules postulated in this study constitute a tentative approxiration of
a fragrment of the abstract phonological system of an idealized Arkansas speater
functioning in a relaxed, conversational styie. Actual speech of any particular
Arkansawyer may yield data in conflict with the phonetic realization of the under-
lying phonological units. In anticipation of these counter-examples, a few
explanations will be suggested, First, the hypothesized rules may be wrong——
in their formulation, their ordering, or both. Second, the counter—exanmples
could be products of dialect mixture, whereas these rules describe an unmixed
dialect. Third, the data of actual speech may yield the even core unpredictable
variation that stems from style shifting. Such counter-exampleqkte welcored

evidence. Obviously, those revealing errors in analysis are prized, but those
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fllustrating dislect or stylistic rixture are also valuahle,for they erable
the investigator to gain insights into the systenatic nature of the differences
baetwveen the rules for one dialecz and another or one oty:e‘and snother.}

It should he stressed at this point that these rules arec not cthe product
of a mere gare of intellectual leapfrog playel ia oy office ocn the University
of Arkansas carpus. Conceptualization is only a part of the input. These rules
are based upon data contalned in approxiwately &40 hours of tape recorded iater-
vievs, upon the observations of layren-correntators on Ozark speech such as
Vance Randolph (1953) and Charles Morrow Xilsen (1959), and upon the authur's
casual observations rmade during the past year's residence in Fayetteville,
Arkansag. (The author has also trusted his intuitions as a natlve speaker of
a dialect sirilar in rany respects to the onc described in this study, i.e.,
the dialect of northeast Arkansas.)

An underlying phonological systen of diaphoneres is poaited for the dialect
under counsileration. The term diaphcneme is used with essuntially the sarme
meaaing it has in Troike's article, Overall patternm and generative phonology.

It is not to be confused with the term as it is used in the worke of Nill (1958:
59), Weinreich (1954:395), and Stockwell (1959:262). Tha dlaphoneric system

is not as abstract as that of systematic phonemes or rorphophoneres, but the
diaphonene is clearly more generalized and abstract than the taxonomic phonere,
wvith which it should not be equated or confused.

The postulated system is set forth on the phenological ratrix, though the
present rules focus primarily upon the vowels vith some attention to glides and
liquids. True consonants are considerad at this tine only when they are involved

in relevant phonetic environments for the rules.



The vocalic portion of the matrix consists of six tense and seven lax
vovels. The tense vowvels are 111 in beag, 10! in balg, lul in boot, lol in
bogt, 151 in boyphe, and I8! in bar, Fach of these is paired with a lax counter-
parc: N1 in big, Ic! 4n ber, !ul in pug, lal in bur, Inl in British pet (this
vowel is exploited in this dialoct only in 2he 94l diphthong at the dispheneric
level), and ol in got. The seventh lax wowel, (=l in bat, has no watching
tense vovel at the diaphonomic level. Three diphthongs, all with lax inicial
_elerents are recofnizeds latl in buy, lowl in bow, and Iou! {m boy. 1In addition
to vovels the ratrix provides for "true™ consonants, for two liquids (Irl and I111),
and for thvee glides (Ihi, iyl, and lvi)., These rlides are not recoguized in
this analysis as vocalic offglides; the offglides are [+vocalicj-the centering
1al, the palatal 111, and the velar lu!, vhich are [(+vocalic, ~ternse, tback,
shigh ).
DiE LAX VOUELS
The lax vowel 11l is characterized by centering offplides before most con—
sonants., The offglide occurs before all [~high) consonants (all stops but Ik!
and Igl, before fricatives, and before doth (+anterior) nasals. Sore examples
are tip [tuwep]), bid [biad]), live [1iav]), and pin (pron]. In two environmants,
before [+high, +continuent, +strident] consonants (as in fish and dish) and
before nasal + affricate clusters (as in pinch, inch, and sinpe) the vowel Hecones
[+tense). Elsevhere (before Ik, g, &, J! and liquids and in word-final positions)
the vowel is a monophthong [ ).
Like ful, the lax front vowel lcl has a centering offglide before [+high?
consonante, yielding such pronunciations as [stcap, wead, beat, bead) for step

web, bet, and bed. This vowel also becomos [+tense] bafore [+high, +continuent




+strident ) consonants (fresh and reasure), and also before Igl , as in leg, bes,
and egg. Before nasals Itlsnd le! rorge as Iil . Pen 1s [pian].

The lov front lax vovel 2| becomes [+tense] in three eanvironrents: before
nassl + consonant clusters, before [~voica, +continuant] consonants, and before
[+high]) stops (ikl and 1G] ). Like the other tecnse front vowels, [+tense] IEI
davelops a palatal offglide (and a lax initial elerent) im the pronunciations
(pee, 1@ f, 213, cruins, reig] (path, laugh, ash, dance, ard rag). !hen followed
by the offglide and a [+nasal] consonant, the low vowel optionally raises to lel
before laxing. Thus pants ray be either [p2ints] or [peints). In ocher pre-
consonantal environrents Iml has a centering offglide as in [leap, rman, heav)
(cap, ran, and have).

The [+high, +back, ~tense] lul has two offglides, a centering offglide before
(+anterior] stops (coop, hood, and foot are [kuop, huod, fuot]) and a palatal
offglide before [+high, *continuent] consonants, Bush and push are [twi] and
(ovis).

The merger of 11l and lgc! before nasals has aiready been mentioned, but
another coalescence of front vowels occurs in a nasal environment. All front
vovels verge as lol ([~high, =low, +tense)) before Inl, As a result think is
identical to thank; sing is ldentical to sang.

JHE TENSE VOUELS

The [+high) or ([-round) tense vowels Il1,lel, lul, and|&! become [-tense)
before irl, but lulfrequently merges with lol and is thus exempt from the
laxing rule. If the [+tense] vowel is maintained before Irl, as lol and 15!
are, these vowels do not have matching offglides. Otherwise, all [+tense])

vouels have such offglides. One interesting feature of the dialect, however,



is the laxing of the vocalic peak when accorpanied by a (-tense] offglide.
Stressed oz is [or], with a (+tense] vowel and no offglide, but on is (oun],
with a [~tense] initial element followed by a velar offglide. It should also
be noted that on and ovn are not homophonous, @ntrary to popular belief. The
two [-low, +back, +tense ] vowels (ul and lol develop centering onsets, a feature
not shared by the [+low, +back, +round] vowel. Thus own is [eun], but on is
(oun). Finally, when lul follows [+coronal]) stops, a palatal onglide intrudes.
Tuae is [tiounl.
DIPHTRONGS

The l1oi1 diphthong has two pronunciations. In word-final position the diph-
thongal character is preserved, but elsevhere the pronunciation is monophthongal.
When the offglide is retained it is “shortened” from [+high] to [~highJ([e]).
The initial element of the diphthong and the monophthongal variant are both
fronted to [2). 1In old-fashioned speech, It| is deleted hefore Iri , and the
la! is not fronted. Tire in old-fashioned speech is [tar], contrasting with
[(tar]) in this analysis. Like all English ronophthongs, [a] has predictable
length; it is long before voiced fricatives, rather long before voiced stops,
somewhat long before voicless fricatives, and shoxt before
voiceless stops. Since vowel length is so universally predictable in modern
English, the rules postulated in this study do not attempt to account for it.

A more complete set of rules, however, would generate the following pronunciations:

rise [raz:z) (with a tendency for a weak offglide to develop)
ride (ra:d]
rice [(ra-s]

right (rat]

e,




The lawl diphthong is monophthongized before Irl , and the lal is not
froated. When the offglide is preserved, the onset fronts, becoming more
advanced than the [2] of the lai| diphthong. It is [+front]{@] . Tower is
[tar], but house is [hexs]. This offglide, like all other velar offglides in
this dialect, undergoes rounding assimilation.

The Ipi| diphthong retains the offglide in all environments, but it
assimilates to [8] . The offglide is never deleted; Ipt! and 151 do not
neutralize. Ball is [boul], but boil is [boaxl].

A NOTE ON TPFE LIQUID |1|

Various observers of Southern and South Midland speech (e.g., Sledd 1966)
have called attention to twe varieties of post-vocalic 11| ==a "dark" 111, and
a "clear" 11! . They have also noted the intrusiton of the palatal glide before
the "clear" (palatal) 11! and the velar glide before the "dark" (velar) (11,
And finally, it has been observed that under certain conditicns the 111 is
deleteds The dialect described in this study shares these three general chara-
cteristics with other Southern dialects, but the rules are not the same., For
example, in some dialects |1l between two front vowels is 'clear", but in north-
west Arkansas it remains "dark" or [+back] . Bilily is [birv1li] Post=-vocalic
"clear" or [-back] [|] is posited only before [+high, ~back, —-consonantal,
=vocalic] segment lyl, However, since the i1l is later deleted, the argument
for "clear" and "dark" Ills rests on the glide which remains., It is [-back],

not [+back]. Consider these three names: Will, Willie, and William. Will is

[wix1l]; the 11! remains [+back] and the glide is also [+back]. Willie is
[wivlt], the 11l and the glide being identical to those in the previous

example., But William is different; it is [wttyam].z This pronunciation is
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generated by three rules: first, |1} becomes [-back]. The intrusive glide is,
therefore, also [-back]. Then 11| is deleted (the alveolar contact disappear=-
ing), but the palatal glide remains. It appears that 1] vocalizeg before any
[-vocalic] segment (i.e., an¥ true consonant or glide), but undervéertain con-
ditions it vocalizes in word final position after [+back ] vowels, especially
in unstressed syllables. Rule %20 is obviously inadequate since it does not
account for the latter deletion.

Clearly, much of the phonological system hﬁs not been studied, even
tentatively. Some problems that remain are:

1. vowels in unstressed syllables

2. the loss of word-final 111

3. the simplification of word-final consonant clusters
4, the simplification and assimilation of medial consonant clusters
5. the so-called "weakening" of final stops (There is evidence in our

tapes and the printed records of devoicing of voiced stops, of
voiceless stops becoming glottal stops or disappearing altogether,
and of vowels + nasals becoming nasalized vowels only.)

6. initial lhyl and 1hwl clusters

7. initial 18! in monosyllables

¢




NOTES

10bviously, I reject Labov's (1569) concept of inherent variability as
a means of explaining pronunciation variation in favor of more conservative
theoretical assumptions about dialect mixture and style shifting. My position
is closer to DeCamp's (1969: 172, esp.) than Labov's. Such variation, as
between [pean] and [pian] for pen, is regarded as the product of dialect or
style shifting, not as inherent variability. 1t is assumed that the rules
for a particular style or dialect are an ordered set., Different styles or
dialects differ in that they may not share the same rules, they may share
identical rules with different ordering, or they may share partially similar
rules with differences in contexts, restrictions, etc. Thus, when one's
performance is characterized by pronunciation fluctuation, it is assumed that
the variation is the result of the speaker's switching, however brief, from
the set of rules for one dialect or style to another. For example, 1if a
speaker of the dialect under analysis pronounces tire as [ter] and then at
another time as [tar], the latter would be considered the product of code
switching. He would have not followed Rules 16 and 17, but instead Rule 15',

which would belong to another rule set.

+vocalic +vocalic
1=round -znterior

: /v a r '
15°%. f-tense] ~ &'/ [—consonanta I] +consonan1:al:l

2 .
The symbolization [ti ] should not be misinterpreted as vowel length,

which would be noted as [1:]. The second [t] in this transcription, it will

be remembered, is merely a cover symbol for a palatal offglide, the specific

tongue height being unspecified.
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SOME RULES FOR THE PRONUNCIATION
OF ENGLISH IN NORTHWEST ARKANSAS

- v/e/=/v

-|ow
+back

+vocalic
=-anterior

° r
1. [=tense] = [=high Y}/ [¥consonantal]

-tense

+back

+vocalic

_u o r
OPT 2, +high ] = [=high] / +consonantal
e

[ +tens

=anterior

i/e/u/a v/e/v/a r
3. +tense - [=-tense )/ “+consonantal
+high +vocalic
| L=r'nd -anterior
1/v/e/e/= e n
4, [-consonantal] = [=high 1/ +nasal
+vocalic - |low +back
: rback +tense
v/€ /e n &/)
5. ~back 1 =}[+tense I/ [+nasal ][=continuen
-low ] +anterior
=tense
wt £/3
+continuent
+strident
+high
L _ m/n
[+high)/ [+nasal ]
€ e g
6 ~high | = [+tense )/ +consonanta |
- | ow -vocallc
=back +voice
-tense +high

11
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2 z ' t/0/s/% :
7. +low - [+tense )/ f[?continuent A
=back =voice
-tense
k/g
+consonantal h
-vocalic
+back
[+nasai ] +consonanta|}
=vocalic J
) v/e/= p/b/t/d/t/v/e/d/s/z/m/n
8. ¢ = [=high7 / [=back +consonantal
-low =tense =vocalic
+back =high
|~tense
v
9, g—=[_ o j/c +high -  p/b/t/d T
thghw +back =contlnuent]
-|low =-tense =nasal
+back |[tanterior
L-_-tense_
3
t Fcontinuent
[+high ] [+high j
=back — -
\-tense, :

' WHERE C = ANY CONSONANT, LIQUID, OR GLIDE

t i/e/®
v u/o/>
10. g — |[+high / fetback
back . +tense X
) -tense
r
WHERE X # [+consonantal
+vocalic
-anterior
) v o m/n
oPT 11. [=back | = [=tlow)/ [-tense L +nasal]
‘ +tense
. 1 t/d/n/&/) u
12, ¢ — l+high -contlinuent +high
=back |/ |4coronal +back ]
=tense +tense

12




13.

14,

15.

16.

17.

i8.

19.

20.

21,

13

u/o

low back v
|-+back] -front)/___ [-tense]
\Htense
1/e/E/u/c/o /elz/o/e/p vJu
[+tense] ~ [-tense] / [-tense]

v Q r
[+back:l ~ @ /[|=consonantal +consonantal
=tense +vocallic +vocallc

-anterior
a ¢

Q @ v

[-round] = [~back l -tense
' «front!/_____ |Bfront

L a
-tensé] -[g /{=front
+front =round X

€ a
8 -
=-high [+Iowk]
sbackl/ [Abac
WHERE X ¥ #

: I l Y '
+consonantal| = [=back] / -consonantal
+vocalic =vocallc

+anterior =back -
v 1
v . l
g - [+high |/ [=consconanta I] +consonantal
tback +vocalic +vocalic
~tense +anterior
dback
/]
[l-vocallc - g/ [-vocalic]
+anterior '

t

v -
°<back - g/ [-consonantaj E‘back]
e

tense +vocallc =tens

13
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] vJe/e/a/a

L v vw/v/6/u/o
22, [+back ] = [#roundV/ -tonso]
|~tense % round

-anteric +coronal tense ¢
|[=coronal -high
=back

I | n .
OPT 23, {+nasal ]-e +anterior] /C [~tense]) [—-back
r -

WHERE C = ANY CONSONANT, LIQUID, OR GLIDE




SOME EXAMPLES

crid fish bcg@ think thank
krib (7% 4 bens 0wk o=nk
(8) kriod () f¢is (S) bond (4) oOenk (4) 6Oonk
(10) fi. 8 (10) teund (10) fernk (10) Oeunk
(14) fud (14) besnd (14) ocunk (14) Ocunk
sing pen £fresh ) bath
sin pen fres ‘e‘?‘ be6
(4) sen (5) pun (5) fred (6) eg {7) bEo
(10) seoin (8) pron (10) fro.$ (10) erg (10) b&T 6
(14) sevn (14) fre 3 (14) e g (14) bavo
(23) scun
dance bad foot bush food
dans bed fut bus fud
(7) dens (8) b=ed (9) fuet (9) bdburd (10) fuud
(10) &Euns {13) feud
(11) deuns (14) tuyd
(14) deuns
chewved coat core dog right
Zud kot kor dog ras t
(10) Zuvud (10) kout (10) doug (16) rat
(12) & wd (13) keut (14) doug 17) rat
(13) &iwud (14) keut
(14) &woud
xat route vhy boy tover
ret ravt hwas bot tav
(8) remat (16) reut (16) hwa. (17) boa (15) tar
(22) rext (17) hwuac
tire Al ovl ball boil
tasr ol avl bo! bos |
(16) tar (19) avl (16) =vl (10) bowul (17) boal
(17) tar (22) =yl (19) =wl (14) boul (19) bdoawul
. (21) =vl (19) bowvl {22) boev!
(22) =y (21) bou!
Milly million bulb pickle
m s m lyen bAlb Pikal
(19) mwuls (18) m |yen (19) bavid (19) Prkavl
(22) mux i (19) mi]lyen  (20) baud (20) pvkov
(20) muiyen (22) bard (22) puvkov

-
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