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Typologizing
the Sociolinguistic Speech Community

Otto Santa Ana and Claudia Parodi
1. Introduction and the Mexican Setting

We propose a comprehensive hierarchical model of SPEECH
COMMUNITY which can be applied to fieldwork research in both
urban and non-urban domains. We focus on dialect contact in order
to describe Spanish dialect distribution in contemporary Mexico as
this ranges from provincial and regional Mexican Spanish to
standard Mexican Spanish. The Michoacén Bagjio is the region of
our research.

Michoacén has coastline on the Pacific Ocean and is part
of the western altiplano of Mexico. It is around the midway point
of Mexico traveling north and south. One of the cities of the Bajio
is Zamora, the pivot point for our study. Zamora is a regional hub
of agriculture and commerce. Circling Zamora are a set of smaller
towns numbering less than 40,000 people, communities of about
10,000 people, small villages and even smaller ranchos inhabited
by one or two families of farmers.

2. Our Project and Findings

Our investigation involved gathering 50 hours of vernacular
Mexican Spanish from a broad sample of 35 native speakers of the
Zamora region of Michoacdn. This data was collected with a
protocol, which is in keeping with the multiple methods laid out
in Labov (1984) It included sociolinguistic interviews, a battery of
tests to investigate language use in different genres as well as at
different levels of formality, and a series of language attitude tests.
The interviews gave the impression of being informal
conversation, but in fact we followed covertly structured guidelines.
At times both authors intervicwed a single informant, to sample a
wider range of the informant’s interactional responses. We also
attempted to draw the individual interviewee into group
conversation.

A sequence of genre, formality and attitude tests were
devised to investigate other knowledge of Spanish varieties.
Subjunctive constructions were tested, hypothetical constructions
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were sought out. Levels of formality were tested with role-playing
exercises and humorous narrated skits that were pre-recorded.
Decontextualized sentence pairs were presented, again to test
evaluation of alternating variables. Next we asked the interviewees
to compare a pair of formal and informal letters. We lastly asked a
series of questions on language use and judgments. From all this
data we found: different variable use patterns among different
groups of Mexican Spanish speakers, and different patterns of
linguistic evaluation among different groups of these speakers,
based on both local (vernacular) and non-local Mexican Spanish.
Moreover, some individuals demonstrated no apparent awareness of
the social evaluation patterns of language variation at all. These
findings indicate that more than one speech community comprise
the Zamora region.

3. A Speech Community Typology

In our model, the shared evaluation of linguistic variables is
critical. Socially marked linguistic features delimit speech
communities. These features, however, do not mark out mutually
exclusive grouping of speakers. In our proposal, speech
communities can be seen to be arranged in sets of multiply
embedded groupings of individual speakers as schematized in
Figure 1.

Figure 1: Speech communities schematic

In this model each speech community of Mexico is
distinguished and defined in terms of binary [*] features. At the
center of the model is the speaker’s recognition that there is a
linguistic hierarchy that reflects the social hierarchy in which
he/she has a position. Recognition that there is a social hierarchy,
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Symbolic Identity and Language Change:
A Comparative Analysis
of Post-Insular /ay/ and /aw/

Natalie Schilling-Estes and Walt Wolfram

1. Introduction”

The study of moribund dialects on the Outer Banks of North
Carolina over the past few years (e.g., Wolfram and Schilling-
Estes 1995; Schilling-Estes 1996; Wolfram and Schilling-Estes
1996, Wolfram, Hazen, and Schilling-Estes forthcoming) has
tempted us to assume that a generalized model of dialect recession
might apply to receding dialects. Our study of dialect change on
the island of Ocracoke, North Carolina, supported for the most part
a DISSIPATION MODEL, in which traditional dialect features are
simply lost or drastically eroded in the post-insular state of an
historically isolated variety. The examination of another post-
insular Outer Banks island community, Harkers Island (Cheek
1995; Wolfram, Cheek, and Hammond 1996) supported the
dissipation model, allowing for minor changes in the regression
slope of erosion. It is important, however, to challenge the
assumptions of the dissipation model based on a variety of
different post-insular dialect situations. Therefore, in this
investigation, we examine a quite different post-insular
community, Smith Island, Maryland. Our examination will
demonstrate that there may be significant diversity in how post-
insular dialects recede. In fact, we show that the moribund state of
some language varieties may be characterized by a CONCEN-
TRATION MODEL of dialect recession in which features actually
intensify rather than dissipate as the variety dies.

" Research reported here was partially supported by NSF Grant No. SBR-
93-19577, NEH Grant No. RO-22749, and the William C. Friday
Endowment at North Carolina State University. Special thanks to
Rebecca Setliff of Emory University, who generously shared with us her
data from Smith Island.
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Figure 1. The Location of Smith Island and Ocracoke

Virginia
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’

changes in /aw/ and /ay/ in Smith Island and Ocracoke. We are
further concerned with how these two diphthongs compare with
each other synchronically and diachronically as part of the
diphthongal subsystem of English. And finally, we are interested
in the consequences of the differential symbolic status ascribed to
/aw/ and /ay/ in these two cornmunities.

Thus far, we have extracted data on /aw/ for 10 speakers
representing three generations of speakers from Smith Island and
seven representative speakers from our Ocracoke sample. In our
initial attempts to delimit possible variants of the nucleus and glide
of /aw/, we posited that variants of the nucleus might be
categorized along the raised-unraised or fronted-unfronted
dimensions and that glides might be categorized as fronted, non-
fronted, or absent (when /aw/ is realized as a monophthong).
Given that the fronting of the glide of /aw/ is considered to be
contingent upon the fronting of the nucleus which pulls the glide
along with it (Labov, Yaeger and Steiner 1972), we might expect
that variants of the /aw/ nucleus would always accompany a
fronted glide. However, preliminary spectrographic analysis has
led us to call this assumption into question. We are even
questioning the categorization of variants of the nucleus in terms
of binary classifications such as raised/unraised, and fronted/non-
fronted, as well as the salience of these distinctions for islanders,
since no clear patterns in terms of the /aw/ nucleus with respect to
these either of these two dimensions have yet emerged in our
spectrographic analysis. However, the distinction between fronted
and non-fronted glides seems relatively clear.

In Figure 3, partial vowel charts based on our
spectrographic analysis are given for two speakers from Ocracoke;
and in Figure 4, partial vowel charts are given for two speakers
from Smith Island. The two Ocracoke speakers are a 39-year-old
male and an 18-year-old male; the two Smith Islanders are a 41-
year-old female and a 15-year-old female. Points represent mean
F1 and F2 values for several tokens of each vowel. Measurements
are given for several different types of phonetic environments,
including prevoiceless (e.g. house, out), prenasal (e.g. down,
brown) and word-final ((e.g. how, now). Other vowels (e.g.
/i/,/el,/®/, and /a/) are given as anchor points for situating the
production of /aw/.

91

U. Penn Working Papers in Linguistics

/

Figure 3. The Positioning of /aw/ and /ay/ in Ocracoke

a. RO, 39-year-old male
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b. BB, 18-year-old male
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The spectrographic analysis for the 39-year-old Ocra-
coker whose vowel chart is given in Figure 3a reveals fronting of
the /aw/ nucleus and glide in prevoiceless and prenasal position.
Incidentally, this speaker also happens to be one of the middle-
aged men in our Ocracoke sample who shows high usage levels for
raised /ay/; in fact, he is Rex O’Neal, the speaker whose
exaggerated /ay/ raising is highlighted in Schilling-Estes’ (1995,
1996) discussions of “performance” speech. Although we might
maintain that Rex’s fronting of the /aw/ nucleus is simply a
reflection of his generalized fronting of back vowels, as indicated
by a complete spectrographic analysis of his vowel system by Erik
Thomas, the fact that the /aw/ glide in word-final position is quite
far back causes us to question this assumption. The back-gliding of
word-final /aw/ is categorical for all speakers in Ocracoke and
Smith Island that we have so far examined, even those with
extensive front gliding of /aw/ in other environments. This
suggests that /aw/ has undergone an allophonic split.

The 18-year-old Ocracoke speaker whose vowels are
plotted in Figure 3b shows a fairly typical pattern for a younger
speaker with respect to /aw/ gliding in Ocracoke. The trajectory of
his glide is backward regardless of the following phonetic
environment, except in prenasal position, where /aw/ is sometimes
unglided. Interestingly, this speaker is atypical of younger
islanders in terms of /ay/ raising. Despite his lack of the distinctive
island /aw/ variant, he is one of the few younger speakers in our
sample who shows significant usage levels for the distinctive /ay/
variant (about 40 percent). We hypothesize that this selective
pattern of retention—keeping the traditional Ocracoke [/\>I] but
losing the distinctive /aw/—is one manifestation of the differential
symbolic status ascribed to /ay/ and /aw/ in Ocracoke. Those
seeking to project their status as islanders through language may
preserve raised, backed /ay/, while glide-fronted /aw/ readily gives
way to the mainland back-glided variant [a"].

The positioning of the nucleus and glide of /ay/ for Smith
Islanders is indicated in the representative vowel charts in Figure
4. The first speaker, a 41-year-old female, indicates some nucleus
fronting, particularly in the prenasal environment, but not much
raising of the nucleus. The fronted trajectory of her glide,
however, is clearly evident, even in environments where a fronted
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Figure 4. The Positioning of /aw/ and /ay/ in Smith Island

a. JK, 41-year-old female
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nucleus is not evident, for example, in prevoiceless position. Thus,
it appears that glide fronting may not be phonetically contingent
upon nucleus fronting, as suggested, for example, in Labov,
Yaeger, and Steiner (1972). Another possible explanation for this
apparent incongruence is that the social marking of /aw/ in Smith
Island has led speakers to scize on a phonetically unnatural variant,
because such a variant may be more noticeable than a phonetically
expected one.

There are two cases in which JK, the speaker in Figure 4a,
does not produce clearly fronted glides. First, the /aw/ glide shows
a backward trajectory in word-final position, as it did for the
Ocracoke speakers represented in Figure 3. Second, /aw/ is back-
glided in prevoiceless and prenasal environments when JK
demonstrates /aw/ vowels that are different from her own—for
example, those of her mother. The positioning of the nucleus and
glide of these tokens relative to JK’s ordinary conversational
tokens is given in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Demonstrating Smith Island and Mainland /aw/
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The role of /aw/ in linguistic demonstration is indicative
of its salience in Smith Island, especially in contrast with the
relatively non-salient /ay/ diphthong. For example, consider the
following excerpt from JK’s sociolinguistic interview. In this
passage, JK is discussing her mother’s lack of glide-fronting for
/aw/ compared with her own use. The phonetic production of each
case of /aw/ and /ay/ in the conversation is given in broad
transcription. Glide-fronted /aw/ is represented as [2"; nucleus-
raised /ay/ would be represented as [8"], if it had occurred in this
passage.

A3) JK: Well, my mother was from Tylerton. I say, um,
house [hz's], brown [brz'n], you know, just as flat
and broad as it can be. But they—she still says
house [ha"s] and brown [bra’n].

FW: Just like—like I would.

JK: Yeah, mmhmm. They say it down [dz'n] there ...
down [d&ln], down [da n]. I don’t know if she
says—I don’t know about down [dze'n]. I know
about house [haUs]. I know about that.

FW: Now she would say, just like this: Would she say
house [haUs]?

JK: Uhhuh. Yep. And I say house [hze[s]. I heard her
say house [haUs}, but I say house [haels]. Cause
that’s how Tylerton says that. I can pick up a—I
don’t know how to say it, up at Rhodes Point, it
seems like they say—use the long uh /ay/ [2']. Like
I say pie [pa']. And maybe that's right, but it’s like
they go pie [pa']. It’s like a long /ay/ or something
in there. I can just pick it up. I don’t even know if
I’m saying..

FW: You can’t necessarily copy it, but you can hear it.

JK: No, no, I can’t say it.

The conversation shows that JK is quite proficient in
producing different variants of /aw/, including the glide-fronted
variant that typifies Smith Island speech. However, she fails in her
attempts to produce different /ay/ variants, even though she insists
that she can hear them. Most likely, her ability to demonstrate
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not for /aw/, while Smith Islanders apparently show the converse.
Thus, the symbolic meaning of dialect features has important
implications for stylistic manipulation in dialect change and death.

Our examination of /aw/ and /ay/ demonstrates that the
dissipation model of dialect death is not applicable to all endan-
gered dialect situations. Dialect recession in Smith Island seems to
be characterized by CONCENTRATION or INTENSIFICATION, in
which the dialect actually gains in strength as it loses speakers,
leading to a sort of ‘survival of the dialect fittest.” We are
impressed with how rapidly raised /ay/ and glide-fronted /aw/ in
Ocracoke are fading; for Smith Island, we are impressed with how
fast the changes toward glide-fronted /aw/ and raised /ay/ are
progressing. Dialect endangerment due to the loss of speakers
rather than extended contact with speakers of other dialects may
lead to the compressed intensification of structures, just as
linguistic swamping may lead to a rapid loss of features.

Before we confronted the case of dialect intensification in
Smith Island, we were not aware that post-insular dialects could
become so distinctive as they moved towards death. We were not
alone in this belief. Despitc the apparent awareness of Smith
Islanders that glide-fronted /aw/ is expanding in their community,
as evidenced in the excerpt in (3), other comments from interviews
suggest that Smith Islanders firmly believe that their dialect is
becoming diluted as it dies. Sometimes, however, contrary to
popular opinion and scholarly belief, the more things seem the
same, the more they may actually differ.
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