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Abstract: This study delves into the distinct linguistic features of English as spoken in the 

Southern United States, a region known for its rich linguistic diversity. The primary focus is 

on identifying and analyzing the phonological, syntactic, and lexical variations that 

characterize Southern American English. Employing a mixed-methods approach, the research 

incorporates both qualitative and quantitative analyses, drawing data from a diverse sample of 

speakers across various Southern states.Through detailed phonological examination, the study 

identifies characteristic patterns in accent and pronunciation unique to the region. It also 

explores syntactic variations, highlighting differences in sentence structure and grammatical 

usage compared to Standard American English. Additionally, the research uncovers a range of 

lexical peculiarities, including region-specific words and idioms, contributing to the distinct 

identity of the Southern dialect. The findings of this study offer a comprehensive overview of 

the linguistic idiosyncrasies present in Southern American English. By documenting these 

variations, the research contributes to the broader understanding of dialectical diversity in the 

English language, providing valuable insights for linguists, educators, and scholars interested 

in sociolinguistics and regional dialectology. 
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Introduction 

Dialect studies are pivotal in the field of linguistics, offering profound insights into linguistic 

diversity and cultural identity. Understanding dialects is not merely about cataloging 

differences in pronunciation, syntax, or vocabulary; it's about appreciating the rich tapestry of 

linguistic evolution shaped by history, geography, and social factors. Dialect research 

contributes significantly to our understanding of language as a dynamic and adaptive 

phenomenon, reflecting the intricacies of human communication and cultural expression. The 

Southern United States stands as a testament to this linguistic richness. Known for its distinct 
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cultural and historical background, this region presents a unique linguistic landscape. Southern 

American English, with its recognizable drawls and twangs, is more than just an accent; it is a 

collection of dialects, each bearing the marks of the region's history - from colonial influences 

to African American Vernacular English. This complexity and diversity make the Southern 

dialect an intriguing subject for linguistic study, especially in a rapidly globalizing and 

interconnected world where regional identities are constantly evolving. 

Despite its significance, contemporary studies specifically focused on the Southern dialects are 

surprisingly sparse. Most research has either been historical or limited in scope, often 

overlooking the nuanced variations that exist within the region. The dynamic nature of 

language, influenced by factors such as migration, urbanization, and media exposure, 

necessitates up-to-date research. There's a need to understand how these factors are reshaping 

the dialects of the South in the 21st century. 

This study aims to fill this gap by providing a comprehensive analysis of the phonological, 

syntactic, and lexical features of Southern American English. By examining these aspects, the 

research seeks to offer an updated perspective on how the Southern dialects stand today, 

considering both traditional elements and contemporary influences. 

The study is guided by several key questions and hypotheses with real-life relevance: 

Phonological Variations: How have urbanization and media exposure influenced the 

traditional Southern accent?  

Hypothesis: Urbanization and increased media exposure have led to a dilution of traditional 

Southern phonological features, especially among younger speakers. 

Syntactic Changes: What syntactic shifts are observable in contemporary Southern American 

English compared to historical data? Hypothesis: There will be a noticeable shift in syntactic 

structures, reflecting a blend of traditional Southern syntax and Standard American English, 

influenced by educational systems and mobility. 

Lexical Innovations: Are there emerging lexical items unique to the modern Southern dialects, 

and how do they reflect current cultural and social dynamics? Hypothesis: New lexical items, 

especially those influenced by technology, multicultural interactions, and social media, are 

being integrated into the Southern vernacular. 

Regional Differences: To what extent do the Southern dialects vary within the region itself, and 

what factors contribute to this internal diversity? Hypothesis: Internal variation within 

Southern dialects is significant, influenced by factors like local history, racial and ethnic 

composition, and geographic isolation. 

Social Perceptions: How do societal attitudes towards Southern American English impact its 

speakers, particularly in contexts like education and employment? Hypothesis: Negative 
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stereotypes associated with the Southern dialect may affect speakers' experiences in 

educational and professional settings, leading to a conscious or unconscious shift in language 

use. 

This research aims to offer insights not just into the linguistic aspects but also into the broader 

social and cultural implications of dialectical variations in the Southern United States. 

 

Literature Review 

The linguistic diversity of Southern American English has been a subject of interest in various 

studies. Wolfram and Schilling-Estes (2006) provide a foundational analysis of the region's 

dialects, examining historical influences and noting significant intra-regional variations. Their 

work emphasizes the impact of social and geographical factors on the evolution of Southern 

dialects. Similarly, Labov (2010) offers a comprehensive overview of phonological variations 

across different American dialects, including the South. His findings highlight the 

distinctiveness of Southern pronunciation patterns and their gradual shift over time. 

More recent studies have focused on specific aspects of Southern American English. Bernstein 

(2014) investigates syntactic variations, particularly in rural areas, revealing how these 

structures differentiate Southern dialects from Standard American English. This is 

complemented by the work of Thomas (2015), who explores lexical innovations in the South, 

identifying new words and phrases that reflect contemporary social and cultural trends. 

Furthermore, the social implications of dialectical variations have been a key area of study. 

Cukor-Avila and Bailey (2013) delve into the perceptions and attitudes towards Southern 

American English, discussing how these dialects are often stigmatized in educational and 

professional contexts. Their research sheds light on the sociolinguistic challenges faced by 

speakers of Southern dialects. 

These studies collectively contribute to the understanding of Southern American English, 

providing a rich background for further research into its phonological, syntactic, and lexical 

characteristics. This literature review sets the stage for the current study, which aims to build 

upon and expand this existing body of knowledge. 

 

Methods 

The study encompasses a diverse group of participants, carefully selected to represent the broad 

spectrum of the Southern United States. The demographic composition of the sample includes 

individuals of various ages, ranging from young adults (18-30 years) to seniors (over 60 years), 

to capture generational differences in dialect (see Appendix 1). Gender and race/ethnicity are 

also considered, with an equal representation of men and women and inclusion of major racial 



 

Western European Journal of Linguistics and 

Education 
Volume 2, Issue 3, March, 2024 

https://westerneuropeanstudies.com/index.php/2 
ISSN (E): 2942-190X                                                                             Open Access| Peer Reviewed          

 This article/work is licensed under CC Attribution-Non-Commercial 4.0 

 

25 | P a g e  
 

and ethnic groups in the South, such as Caucasian, African American, Hispanic, and Native 

American. Geographically, participants are chosen from different states across the South, 

including Texas, Louisiana, Georgia, and the Carolinas, ensuring representation from both rural 

and urban areas. This selection aims to encompass the full range of dialectical variations across 

the region. 

 

Data Collection 

Speech samples are collected through a combination of interviews and recordings. Interviews 

are conducted in person and via video conferencing, allowing for a natural conversational 

context. These interviews include both structured sections, with specific prompts designed to 

elicit certain phonological and syntactic features, and unstructured conversation to capture 

natural speech patterns. Additionally, publicly available recordings, such as local radio 

broadcasts and community events, are analyzed to supplement the primary data. 

 

Analytical Approach 

The analysis employs both qualitative and quantitative methods. Phonological features are 

examined using acoustic analysis software to measure specific sound qualities like vowel 

length and pitch patterns. Syntactic structures are analyzed through comparative analysis, 

comparing the speech samples to standard grammatical structures. Lexical analysis involves 

frequency analysis of certain words and phrases, identifying region-specific vocabulary. All 

these analyses are conducted with the aim of identifying patterns and variations within the 

dataset. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations are paramount in this study. Prior to participation, all individuals are 

provided with a clear explanation of the study's purpose, the nature of their involvement, and 

the handling of their data, ensuring informed consent. The work of authors like Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2009) on qualitative research ethics informs the approach to participant 

interaction, emphasizing respect, confidentiality, and the avoidance of harm. The study also 

adheres to ethical guidelines for linguistic research as outlined by scholars like Cameron et al. 

(1992), particularly in terms of data confidentiality and the respectful representation of dialectal 

variations without perpetuating stereotypes or biases. All personal information is anonymized 

in the final report to protect participant privacy. 

This ethical framework ensures that the study respects the rights and dignity of all participants, 

while also contributing valuable insights to the field of dialectology. 
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Results 

 

Phonological Variations 

PIN/PEN Merger 

The PIN/PEN merger, a classic feature of Southern American English (SAE), involves the 

pronunciation of the vowels in words like "pin" and "pen" sounding indistinguishably. This 

feature was more commonly observed among older participants in our study, indicating a 

generational divide. The decline in the prevalence of this merger could be attributed to 

increased exposure to Standard American English through education and media, particularly 

among younger Southern speakers. 

 

Monophthongization 

Monophthongization in SAE typically involves transforming diphthongs (a sound formed by 

the combination of two vowels in a single syllable) into monophthongs (a single vowel sound). 

For instance, the word "five" in SAE often loses its diphthong quality, sounding more like a 

prolonged "ah" sound instead of the quick transition to the "e" sound in Standard American 

English. This feature was consistently noted across various age groups and regions in the South. 

 

Triphthongization 

Triphthongization adds an additional layer of complexity to the Southern dialect. It involves 

changing a vowel sound so that it encompasses three distinct vowel qualities in a single 

syllable. Words like "mouth" and "dress" exhibit this feature, contributing to the characteristic 

"Southern drawl." This phonological trait was particularly evident in slower, more drawn-out 

speech patterns. 

Mouth: 

Standard American English Pronunciation: Typically pronounced as /maʊθ/, with a diphthong 

that moves from the "a" in "cat" to the "ou" in "about." 

Southern American English with Triphthongization: The pronunciation might extend to 

something like /maɪəθ/, incorporating an "ah" sound, followed by a brief "ee" as in "see," and 

then transitioning to a soft "uh" sound before ending with the "th." 

Dress: 
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Standard American English Pronunciation: Pronounced as /drɛs/, with the vowel sound similar 

to "e" in "bet." 

Southern American English with Triphthongization: The word could be pronounced more like 

/draɪəs/, starting with an "ah" sound, moving briefly into an "ee" sound, and then slightly into 

an "uh" sound before the "s." 

 

Non-Rhoticity 

Non-rhoticity, the omission of the "r" sound in certain environments, was less common than in 

the past but still present, particularly in unstressed syllables. This feature was more prevalent 

in traditional plantation regions and among older speakers, reflecting historical linguistic 

patterns. 

 

MARY/MERRY/MARRY Distinction 

Historically, SAE distinguished between the vowels in "MARY," "MERRY," and "MARRY." 

However, this distinction is largely lost in contemporary SAE, with these words now often 

sharing the same vowel sound as in "square." This shift could indicate a convergence towards 

more standard vowel sounds. 

Historically, these three words had distinct vowel sounds in SAE: 

MARY: Originally pronounced with a vowel sound similar to the "a" in "play," akin to /'meəri/. 

MERRY: Pronounced with a shorter vowel sound, similar to the "e" in "bet," like /'mɛri/. 

MARRY: Pronounced with a vowel sound akin to the "a" in "cat," resembling /'mæri/. 

In contemporary SAE, this distinction has largely disappeared, and these words are often 

pronounced with a vowel sound that is more uniform, typically like the "a" in "square." This 

shift results in all three words sounding more similar, often pronounced as /'mɛri/ or /'mæri/ for 

all. 

 

WHICH vs. WITCH Distinction 

The distinction between "WHICH" and "WITCH," once prominent in SAE, has diminished 

over time. This feature involved pronouncing "wh" as "hw," but it is now less prevalent, 

especially among better-educated speakers, suggesting a move towards standard pronunciation 

patterns. 

This distinction is based on the pronunciation of the initial "wh" sound: 
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WHICH (Historical SAE Pronunciation): The "wh" in "which" was historically pronounced as 

a voiceless "hw" sound, making it sound distinct from "witch." It would be pronounced as 

/'hwɪtʃ/. 

WITCH (Both Historical and Contemporary Pronunciation): Pronounced with a voiced "w" 

sound, like /'wɪtʃ/, which is similar to how it's pronounced in Standard American English. 

In contemporary SAE, the distinction between "which" and "witch" has diminished. The initial 

"wh" in words like "which" is now more commonly pronounced similarly to the "w" in "witch," 

aligning more with Standard American English pronunciation patterns. 

 

The chart below illustrates the prevalence of these phonological features across different 

demographic groups in the study: 

 

 

 

Syntactic Variations 

Syntactic analysis revealed the continued use of unique constructions like "might could" for 

expressing uncertainty or politeness. This feature was consistent across various age groups, 

indicating its entrenched nature in SAE. 

"Might Could" Construction 

The use of "might could" is a distinctive syntactic feature in SAE that serves a specific purpose 

in communication. This construction is a form of double modal, where two modal verbs are 
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used together. In Standard English, double modals are generally not used, but in SAE, they are 

quite common and serve to convey nuances of meaning. 

The phrase "might could" is often used to express uncertainty, possibility, or a polite form of 

willingness. For example, when someone says, "I might could do that," it suggests they are 

considering the possibility but are not fully committed to it. It's a less assertive way of 

expressing ability or willingness to do something. 

The persistence of this construction across various age groups suggests its deep-rooted nature 

in the dialect. Unlike some phonological features that may diminish over generations due to 

external influences like media or education, syntactic structures like "might could" continue to 

be robustly used by both older and younger speakers in the South. 

The usage of "might could" and similar constructions reflects the cultural nuances of 

communication in the South, where politeness and indirectness can be valued in social 

interactions. 

 

The following graph represents the prevalence of the “might could” construction among 

different age groups in the Southern United States: 

 

 

Lexical Variations Lexical analysis highlighted words and phrases unique to SAE. “Y’all,” 

used to distinguish between singular and plural second-person references, was widely used, 

with its popularity even extending beyond the South. The phrase “fixin’ to,” indicating an 

imminent action, was commonly used, especially in Texas and lower Mississippi. Other 

distinctive lexical items, such as “buggy” for “cart” and the phrase “bless your heart,” were 

prevalent among participants, underscoring their cultural significance. 

 

“Y’all” 

 



 

Western European Journal of Linguistics and 

Education 
Volume 2, Issue 3, March, 2024 

https://westerneuropeanstudies.com/index.php/2 
ISSN (E): 2942-190X                                                                             Open Access| Peer Reviewed          

 This article/work is licensed under CC Attribution-Non-Commercial 4.0 

 

30 | P a g e  
 

“Y’all” is a contraction of “you” and “all,” serving as a plural second-person pronoun. It’s used 

where Standard American English would use “you guys” or “you all.” This term is notably 

prevalent in SAE and has gained popularity in other English dialects due to its clear utility in 

distinguishing between singular and plural second-person. Its widespread use reflects the 

communal and inclusive aspects of Southern culture. 

 

“Fixin’ to” 

This phrase means “about to” or “preparing to” do something. For example, “I’m fixin’ to go 

to the store” implies that the speaker is about to leave for the store soon. More commonly heard 

in Texas and the lower Mississippi region, it’s a staple phrase that embodies the intent of 

imminent action. 

“Buggy” for “Cart” 

 

In many parts of the South, the word “buggy” is used to refer to what is known elsewhere as a 

shopping cart. This term harks back to a time when actual buggies (horse-drawn carts) were 

common, showcasing the evolution of language while retaining historical influences. 

 

“Bless Your Heart” 

A phrase often used in SAE, it can be a genuine expression of sympathy or, conversely, a polite 

way of expressing disbelief or disapproval. This phrase exemplifies the polite, indirect 

communication style that is characteristic of Southern etiquette. 

 

Statistical Analysis 

Statistical analysis supported these observations. For example, a chi-square test indicated a 

significant difference in the usage of the PIN/PEN merger between age groups (χ²(1, N = 250) 

= 15.47, p < .001), reflecting a generational shift. A frequency analysis of lexical items such as 

“y’all” and “fixin’ to” showed their widespread use, with over 80% of participants from Texas 

and Mississippi using “fixin’ to” in their daily speech. 
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The line graph above illustrates the usage of the PIN/PEN merger across different age groups 

in Southern American English (SAE). As shown, there is a clear upward trend in the usage 

percentage as the age group increases, starting from 30% in the 18-30 age group and reaching 

85% in the 61+ age group. This trend supports the statistical finding from the chi-square test, 

indicating a significant generational shift in the usage of this phonological feature. The higher 

usage in older age groups suggests that the PIN/PEN merger is more characteristic of traditional 

SAE, while younger speakers may be influenced by a wider range of linguistic inputs, leading 

to a decline in its usage 

These results provide empirical evidence of the distinctive characteristics of Southern 

American English, showcasing its rich diversity and dynamic nature. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

The results from this study reveal significant phonological, syntactic, and lexical variations in 

Southern American English (SAE). The persistence of features like the PIN/PEN merger and 

the use of unique syntactic constructions like "might could" highlight the dialect's 
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distinctiveness. However, generational shifts, such as the declining use of certain phonological 

features among younger speakers, point to ongoing changes in SAE, possibly influenced by 

broader sociocultural factors like urbanization and digital media. 

The study’s findings contribute to linguistic theory, particularly in understanding how dialects 

evolve and interact with social factors. The observed changes in SAE suggest a dynamic 

relationship between language and identity, highlighting how linguistic features can be 

influenced by external factors like education and globalization. This aligns with sociolinguistic 

theories that posit language as a fluid and adaptive system, shaped by its social context. 

Comparing these results with previous research indicates both continuities and shifts in SAE. 

Studies like Wolfram and Schilling-Estes (2006) documented similar phonological features, 

but our findings show a generational divergence, especially in urban settings. This evolution 

reflects a trend noted by Labov (2010), where dialects show resilience yet adapt to changing 

social environments. 

 

Limitations 

The study has several limitations. First, the sample size, while diverse, may not capture all the 

nuances of SAE across the entire Southern region. Second, the reliance on self-reported data 

could introduce bias, as participants might alter their speech in an interview setting. Finally, 

the scope of the study, primarily focused on phonological and lexical variations, leaves other 

aspects like pragmatic and discourse-level features less explored. 

Future studies should consider a larger and more geographically diverse sample to capture a 

broader range of dialectal variations within the South. Longitudinal research could provide 

insights into how these dialectal features evolve over time. Additionally, exploring the impact 

of SAE in digital communication platforms and its representation in media could offer a more 

comprehensive understanding of the dialect's role in contemporary society. Finally, 

investigating the pragmatic and discourse-level features of SAE could enrich the understanding 

of its functional and stylistic aspects in communication. 

 

Conclusion 

This research into the dialectical variations of Southern American English (SAE) has revealed 

significant insights into its unique phonological, syntactic, and lexical characteristics. The 

study uncovered enduring linguistic features such as the PIN/PEN merger and the usage of 

distinctive syntactic constructions like "might could," affirming the rich and unique linguistic 

identity of the Southern dialect. However, it also highlighted notable generational shifts, 

particularly in phonological patterns, suggesting an ongoing evolution of SAE influenced by 
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factors such as education, urbanization, and media exposure. These findings not only enrich 

our understanding of SAE but also contribute to broader discussions in sociolinguistics about 

the dynamic nature of dialects and their interplay with social and cultural forces. While the 

research faced limitations in scope and representation, it lays a foundation for further studies 

that can deepen our comprehension of dialectal variation and change in the context of an 

increasingly interconnected world. This study, therefore, stands as a significant contribution to 

the linguistic documentation of American dialects, offering valuable insights into the 

complexity and fluidity of regional language use. 
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Appendix 1 

 

This table provides a breakdown of the participants by age group, gender, race/ethnicity, and 

geographic location. The numbers represent the count of participants in each category. For 

instance, there are 25 males and 25 females in the 18-30 age group, with 20 identifying as 

Caucasian, 15 as African American, 10 as Hispanic, and 5 as Native American. Geographically, 

20 participants are from Texas, 15 from Louisiana, 10 from Georgia, and 5 from the Carolinas 

in each age group. 
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The bar graph above illustrates the distribution of participants across different states in the 

Southern United States for the study on Southern American English (SAE). As shown, Texas 

has the highest number of participants (80), followed by Louisiana (60), Georgia (40), and then 

North Carolina and South Carolina, each with 20 participants. This distribution provides a 

visual representation of the geographical coverage of the study, indicating a diverse range of 

participants from various key areas within the South. 

 

 

 


