
I
n simpler times, Southerners ate

Krispy Kremes and New Englanders

ate Dunkin’ Donuts. Texans wore

cowboy hats and New Yorkers wore

black. Today, Christina Aguilera

wears Stetsons, Southerners wear Prada,

and Krispy Kremes are a nationwide cult.

Thanks to mass media and globalization,

it seems regional di≠erences are vanishing.

So—can we still determine if the sunny

blonde in the convertible is a true Cali-

fornian? Absolutely. Ask her what shoes

she wears to the gym. If she says “sneak-

ers,” forget it—this gal’s from the East. A

Californian would say “tennis shoes.”

It’s not surprising that vocabulary,

grammar, and pronunciation—the ele-

ments of dialect—can reveal someone’s re-

gional background. What is remarkable is

dialects’ persistence despite in-

creasing migration, education,

and cultural homogenization. “Regional

dialects are alive and well,” says associate

professor of linguistics Bert Vaux, who has

created an on-line survey of English speech

to determine the geographic boundaries of

word usage and pronunciations.

Since respondents are self-selected, it’s

not a random sample. Yet his mapped re-

sults, collected from more than 16,000

people around the country, suggest that

frequently speech is still characteristic of

a particular region, and sometimes

markedly so. ( Another on-line survey,

open only to those holding a current Har-

vard ID, is compiling data on terms pecu-

liar to Harvard.)

“No one speaks a standard English,”

Vaux (rhymes with “fox”) explains. “Even

among classes, there are definite regional

variations.” He intends to publish an atlas

of North American English dialects, a

book he says is long overdue in the disci-

pline: “Existing dialect atlases focus on

archaic and obscure features that are of

interest only to linguists.”

Vaux believes people make conscious

decisions about speech based on their

current situations or peer groups. “You

make a choice about what works best for

you,” he explains. An inner-city teenager,

for example, might

say “ain’t” to his

hometown friends,

but intentionally use

“isn’t” with fellow Har-

vard students. At home, this

teenager “would likely be pummeled, or

at least mocked, if he used an academic

register rather than the sort of casual reg-

ister peppered with hip-hop pronuncia-

tions and expressions favored by his

[high-school] classmates,” Vaux con-

tends. Similarly, “a grad student typically

strives to speak and write in a certain sort

of academic register that is used by pro-

fessors. And most academics would treat

with scorn a scholarly paper written in

Ebonics. Humans,” he says “are frighten-

ingly hierarchical and emphatically not

egalitarian. It is very important for them

to clearly establish that they are like cer-

tain individuals and not like others.”

If deemed inappropriate to the circum-

stances at the time, nonstandard construc-

tions such as “ain’t” and double negatives

can disappear from a person’s vocabulary.

Alternately, people purposely retain certain

words as a means of demonstrating re-

own risk and increasing the likelihood

that their o≠spring will survive.

If testosterone does dip as the result of

relationship, Ellison wants to know why.

“One of the big remaining questions,” he

says, “is how does the state of being in a

relationship get picked up by your physi-

ology.” Together with a group of col-

leagues, Ellison and Gray are studying

testosterone’s role in mating and parent-

ing behavior in a variety of cultural and

physical environments. In a series of

forthcoming studies, the researchers have

examined salival testosterone in Harvard

undergraduates and professional-school

students—and in Kenyan men, some of

whom have two wives. While the sugges-

tion that relationships may douse certain

male behaviors is intriguing, Ellison says

researchers are ultimately interested in

larger questions. “What we’re trying to

understand as fully as we can is what our

evolutionary pathway has been,” he says.

“We’ve got a long way to go.”  �neil shea

peter gray e-mail address:
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Jabber and Babel

What word(s) do you use to address a
group of two or more people? 

■ a. you all (13.00%)
■ b. yous, youse (0.66%)
■ c. you lot (0.17%)
■ d. you guys (41.78%)
■ e. you 'uns (0.17%)
■ f. yins (0.36%)
■ g. you (26.01%)
■ h. other (5.38%)
■ i. y'all (12.47%)

What do you call a traffic situation in
which several roads meet in a circle and
you have to get off at a certain point?

■ a. rotary (13.94%)
■ b. roundabout (22.98%)
■ c. circle (9.61%)
■ d. traffic circle (39.83%)
■ e. traffic circus (0.19%)
■ f. I have no word for this (11.24%)
■ g. other (2.21%)
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gional pride or status. A Mississippian

might cleave to “y’all” because he wants

others to know he’s Southern; a Boston

teenager might declare her new Sketcher

sneakers “wicked” because that term places

her in a desired demographic. “Speech,”

Vaux reports, “is one of the main ways to

indicate a∞liation with a certain group.”

But these a∞liations can be unexpected.

Vaux’s survey results reveal that even

widespread pronunciations or words are in

fact strikingly distinctive to particular re-

gions. The word “pecan,” for example, is

pronounced “pee-can” primarily in the

northeast. In the rest of the country, “pee-

kahn” and “pick-Ahn” prevail. Northerners

from Minnesota to Maine say “crayfish”;

Southerners along the coast say “crawfish”;

and those in the middle call it a “crawdad.”

With no stigma or obvious geographic

a∞liation attached, these words are likely

to remain part of a person’s vocabulary,

Vaux says: “We are not consciously aware

of many features of our own speech.”

But even noticeable dialects such as

Ebonics or a teenager’s slang-filled patter

shouldn’t be disparaged, Vaux argues. In-

stead of signaling poor education or low

intelligence, nonstandard speech simply

reflects the speaker’s desire to emulate

those who speak it. Vaux fears that dis-

paraging such speech may reflect a con-

demnation of a socioeconomic class rather

than a condemnation of the words them-

selves. “Humans tend to map their biases

about groups they don’t like—Midwest-

erners, white trash, minorities—on to the

speech patterns of these groups,” he ex-

plains. To mitigate these biases, Vaux sug-

gests that teachers not only cool their dis-

dain for students’ nonstandard speech,

but also use maps to illustrate the nation’s

widespread dialect variation. Showing

that “soda,” “pop,” and “Coke” refer to the

same carbonated drink could improve

students’ cultural awareness and demon-

strate that “we are not all the same,” Vaux

says. “What is considered bizarre in one

part of the country might be the norm in

another.” �catherine dupree

dialect survey website:
www.hcs.harvard.edu/~golder/dialect
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