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IS THERE A “MIDIAND" DIALECT OF AMERICAN ENGLISH?
Charles~James N, Bailey

ABSTRACT
The lexical, gramatical, and phonological criteria claimed in
support of the hypothesis that there is a Midland dialect are reviewed,

' with bhe result thab the claim is found to be an unsubstantiatable
artifact of word geography, the inadequacies of which mettiod ave
discussed, The so-called South Midland dialect is renameﬁ nQuter
Southern®; the so-called Southern dialect, "Inner Southern," Comments
on the weighting of isoglosses follow, It is suggested that the use
of ordered rules in the sense of generative phonology will produce

© greater insights, Final comments are made on the place of polydialectal

hearer grammars in linguistic theory ard in overcoming the synchronic-

diachronic dichotomy.
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IS THERE A "MIDIAND" DIALECT OF AMERICAN ENGLISH?

| Charles-James N. Bailey (University of Chicago)
(Slightly augmented version of paper read ab IL.S.A. Summer Meeting, July, 1968)

o

It has become a well-established, if not woll-grounded, doctrine that
outside of the Eastern States one is to distinguish three macrodialects called
"Northern, t wifidland,® and "Southern," and that the "Midland" dialect is sub-
divided into "North Midland" and "South Midland." Concerning the latter, let
xg:a %ggte fran Kurath and McDavidfs The Pronunciation of English in the Atlantic

Although the dialect of the South Midland has hardly a single feature

that does not occur either in the North Midland or the South, w2 must
recognize it as a distinct regional type because of its unique
configuration of phonemic, phonic, and ineidental features, [Kurath
and McDavid 19&:§9]

None of the features in this complex are unique in themselves; all of
them occur in the North Midland or the South, But the configuration of
features 1s peculiar to the South Midland, I Kurath and McDavid 1961:18]

To subscribe Lo this, as I do, does not entail the further view that the
sdiom in question is a subdivision of the "Midland" dialect, rather than of
the "Southern" one, 'The naive, intuitive view of most Americans is that
what has been labled in the foregoing as the "South Midland" dialect is just
a form of Seuthern speech, while all that lies to the north of it is one or
another variety of "Northern" speech, The other, official view is implicit
in the very nomenclaturs "South Midland" and is explicit is terms like "Major
Dialect Bourdaries" and "Minor Dialect Boundaries! found on the dialect maps
supplied us by dialectologists (Malmstrom and Ashley 963sLi3) of this way of
thinking, It is difficult to pin down any lin i sticrreasons in the various
authorities for considering the southern rather %ﬁ the northern boundary
of what they call the "South Midland" dialect to be the the more important onse,

Note the claim that is made by the official view, If the relative
jmportance of the northern and southern boundaries of the nSouth Midland"
dialect is what the official teaching stipulates, then the speech of a given
class of speaker in the "South Midland" region--say, one from Chattanooga,
Tennessee~~-bears more linguistically significant resemblances to the speach
of comparable '"North Midland! speakers t to the speech of othor Termesseeans
who live in the "Southern' dialect area.,c As one who Erew up and attended his
first twelve years of school in the so-called "South Midland" area, I regard
this claim as unsubstantiatable, and not simply on the general grounds thab
no one has yet provided us with a way to prove that one dialect bourdary is
more important than another which has been demonstrated to be valid, For 1
am sure that even the wholly dubious procedure of simply totaling up the
lexical, phonological, morphological, and syntactic differences, with equal
weight accorded to each, will confimm that the boundary separating the alleged
WNorth Midland® and "South Midland dinlects is of far greater importance than
the one separating the latter from “Soathern" speech, t will be the purpose
of this paper to adduce evidence for this point of view,

E | Lot me résuné the problem as I see it., I am not questioning the
existence of a subdialect corres onding to what has been called the "South
Midland" dialect., But I claim tfut evidence can be provided to show that it
should be renamed “Outer Southern' (since it will include western Southern
speech) ; the dialect now called "Southern" would then be renamed "Inner
Southern."> By the same token, the go=callod MNorth Midland! would be renaned
W,ower Northern," and the currently named nNorthern" would be renamed "Upper

- Northern." Explicit is the claim that the two Northern dialects and the two
' Southern dialects have more linguistically significant resemblances ‘o each
other than the resemblances that obtain between the currently styled North and
South Midland dialects--my renamed. Lower Northern and Outer Soubhern, respectiv
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Let us nowv consider the points in favor of the lidland hypothesis under
the threc headings used by proponents of that vievpoint--vocabulary, grammar,
and prommeiation-~begiming with vocabulary, the most important for them,

The word "blinds," which is also Canadian, is not the common term for
"shades" in the Kentucly Appalachians wherc I live, though this is supposed to
be a South ildland speech arca par excellence, "Skillet" is hardly a strictly
lidland item, since [ know of a person niclknamed this in lississippi, vhere the
word is indigenous, "Snake-feeder" for “dragonfly," to “hull" beans, and “arm-
load" scem to be valid lidland items, as is Ya little piece! for "a short distance
but I have heard "a quarter till five olclock" and "wait on" at least sporadica.llj’r
elsowhore, !Foke" for a paper sack and *pack! for "ecarry" do not cover the
lidland area, as the advocates of the lidland hypothesis admit, and in any case
are, like so many items with which extensive dialect theories are shored up, not
used by standard speakers, Or is Middland" only a substandard dialect? I
vionder how mary speakers in the area in question are familiar with the dizgnostic
vord "sook," used to call cows, Jhere I live we use the liidland expression,
"ant.off," but I never heard "pine® used for "kindling," though it is supposed
to be diagnostic for Midland speech, I never heard such lidland items as
Hparwil!" for a calfts cxry, Ylead horse," or "sugar tree.," But then I never heard
sucn South lddland expressions as Mjacket! for "waistcoab,' "fire board, milk
gap," or Mclabber milk," (ne thus wonders about the value of such items. Bu
?:h:ci' standard list does correctly predict that cows will “moo,® not "low," where

ive,

In contrast with these rather shaky and mostly rustic underpinnings of
the "L.idland® hypovhesis, one can cite solid vocabulary links betiween the so-
called Sovth lidland and Southern dialectsy Wlightning bug, butter beans,
light bread, pully bone, wait on, pole cat, roastinz ears, branch, French harp,"
the expression "might could, " and "right" used adverbially, "“Right smart" is
2t best semistandard, and I cnly vaguely recall hearing "disremember" and
"jack(a)leg preacher," OCther items common to the two areas are not familiar
to me: ‘'clabber, middlins, ash cakes, hay shocks, pallet, roll the baby," and
Usalad! for "garden greens,” I am familiar with Ycorn shucks" and Yrock fence,®
wnich I think are rightly ascribed to the two regions, In my home tom we .
have side by side "spigot" and "faucet," "bucket' and Upail,'green beans" and
"string beans," Yearthworm" and “redworm," "comfort® and "puff," "seesaw' and
iteeter-totter," and "brook, creek, run,® and “oranch,® Some of these are held
to be Torth kidland or Northern, as are “baby buggy" and "stoop," which we also
use. Dvidently such vocabulary itcms have little diagnostic value, Vhile '
HSouth 15dland! does not use "carry" in the Southern sense of "bake," it does
agree with Southern against North lMidland in the use of "bagh and "sacli‘, " Upock
and '"stone," the slang word "cock,” and "evening" for ®afternoon,®

(ne may conclude that vocabulary items favor grouping the L o-called
South lidland dialect with the so-called Southern dialect at least as much as,
and apparently even more than, they favor the current gr’ouping.. iet us now
consider the morphological and syntactic items, If "you funs” is really a
general kidland item, then stardard speakers in the area do mnob have"j?hat
Xind of speech, "You all" groups the South Itidland with the South, ‘ Where all,
vhen all, who all," and "what all" extend farther afield, If “clump! Ior
Helimbed" and Mseen® for "saw" are diagnostic, one can find little Iidland
specch in educabed circles. WAll the further" may be the only valid.i‘oem 17‘nigh
is citable for standard lidland grammar, In short, these items are inconclusive,

Though pronunciational metters are of far greater impgz:tzance"than 1§>m.cal
items, for reasons discussed later, none of those cited for Wifidland" speech
(¥cDavid 1958:518) will stand scrutiny, Thus, postvocalic et is as typical of
Northern speech as of any other, Anyhow, the reduction of underlying //x// in
the right envirorments is probably a late enough rule in the gremmar to 9&31}
doubts on its suitability as a major differentiator of dlalecns--gzltl:er in I'\ew
England, New York City, or the Southern States., A roundgd vowel in .wazh% h;@sp,
log, hog," and the like is more likely in the so-called Southern dialec 1 wgr as
in "idland" speech, The schwa alleged for unaccented syllables in such

i teristic of South
s Whaunted, careless,! and "congress" is not really charac i South
;liidland a‘o, least, T;ze mountaineers have a song called "Ca};'g%aeﬁ Lo;r:'s' tﬁaghicgm
n-lessh nas a strongly fronted reduced vowel, The South & ar
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familiar with have [z], not [a], in the desinences "-ed" and "-es,"
:'L'n“'p?cket, surface, package, show tim," and the like, .The uncomf)ouigcgex%r]c;rgg
with" sounds odt.i ongugh to "South Midland" ears when pronounced with a final
thorn to disqualify it as a characteristic of the alleged Midland dialect, The
intrusion of //r// in "wash, Washington, ought, water! is scarcely isolated in
f;he Midland; an underlying //r// has to be posited for some of these words in
r-less" dialects in Great Britain and America., This leaves us with a final
putatixe criterion, the difference between merging and keeping distinet the
words !Mary, merry, marry." I shall return to these words to indicate that
samething quite different froa what is usually supposed is involved here, For
the present it will suffice to point out that the isogloss is not something that
gﬁgg ﬁﬁzﬁd or South Midland apart, for Northern agrees with these dialects in

Thus the prommnciational criteria alleged for the "South Midland" dizlect
evaporate, Others how that it should be grouped together with the so-called
nSouthern" dislect O Foremost is the non-diphthongal phonetic treatment of
underlying long [/I// before volced segments other than //iz// (for the problems
nvolving following nasals and intervocalic //t//, vide Bailey [1968csL7-L3]) .
In the two areas the diphthong is reduced to [a) in "ride, fine, tribe," and
Whour" is often pronounced like "ire," as also in England, In the South }idland
and the non-Tidewater South we also hear "cain't," initial [sr] in "shrink! and
ishrimp,! a reduced front vowel in “pocket, package," and the cesinences already
mentioned, s?rllabic (2:] in "bulge" and "bulk," the differentiation of pairs
1ike “hoarse' and "horse," and a fronted peak in "cow" and 'loud," One hears
a falling or rising diphbhong in the accented syllebles of oSty and "duty";
if the diphthong is rising, palatal affricates ([& X)) cevelop., Substondard
speakers in the two areas pronounce put, took, soot! with [0], The merger of
Wpoort with “pore, pour® which is typical of Tidewater and non-Tidewater
Southern and of %r-ful" mountaineer speech is also found in some Northern
dialects, but not generally in the so-called "South Midland" dialect. The
latter and general Southern have cpener vowels in “thing, swing" and in Whaith
than other dialects in America, and ons heare the vowel of "bait" in leasure!
and "reasure" in the speech of many. Both areas show a front glided [@®] in
"trash, bag‘, bang," and frequently also in words of other phonetic make-up like
teamp" and Mask," In-gliding is prominent in "sieve, dim, reb, ram," and other
types of words in both areas, where one also finds the same frontings and
retractions of non-front lax vowels before grave and non-grave
segnments, respectively, Except in the woestward regions of both areas, one
hears a central vowel in nfood," a raised central vowel in Ucod," a rounded
[o0] ip “cup," and up-glided [#¥] in "eaught." In "could" [£] is quite general:
' Returning now to "Mary, merry, marry, W T show from spectrograplic
_evidence and other arguments an article to be published later this year

(Bailey 1968a) that there 1s in America an isogloss separating two differens
treatments of postvocalic non-nasal sonorants which I there claim to be the
chief isogloss that differentiates a1l American dialects. To the north of

it speakers syllabify all such segments with the marked or postvocall_c
syllabificationy ever intervocalic non-nasal sonorants go with preceding vowels.

To the south of the isophane speakers have the unmarked or antevocalic CV
syllabification of intervocalic non-nasal gonorants, unless the diphthongization
of single underlying long vowels Or some similar factor causes the.marked
syllabification, I argue that the dialects on either side of the isogloss

do not treat "Mary, merry, marry® differently because of any difference in
underlying representations or pecause of any essential difference in the
nentralization of front vowels before tautosyllabic //r//. Although a simple
isogloss on & dialect map would mislead one into the wrong view, .the fact is
that all dialects have some kinds of such mergers or neutralizations.

vecause of the different syllabification of sntervocalic //x// in "r;-?}.ess'j
American and British dialects, the enviromment for the merger is lacidng in

these words,

¥nile it is admittedly true that, except in words like “hero* and “Xerox
wp-fult or "Outer® Southern speech agrees with the dialects to the r&orth in the
phonetic handling of postvocalic //r/[, rather than wi.th those of ‘he Loweral
South, the two Southern dialects agroee in the treatment of the other ﬁn-nas
sonorants following yowels, Here the rule is very pervasive, Par.tac arly
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. important for dialeciology is the handling of postvocalic laterals, Though all
American dialocts have a diphthong ending in a dark syllabic [:] in "kiglgﬁ
only the Northern dialects have this diphthong in Vkiller," The clearly ’

segnmental or consonantal dark (3] in Southsrn "idller" shows up very differently

:n d:g;ctr:grgxgs. llBo&\ Sc[)ﬁh;mg;:i i.n% lgorbhemers have a diphthong ending in
~-colored syllabic n t onl th ~timt

i tite e Ly B Ll gt ," but only Southerners show a clear-timored

aet -fFrzm ;11 that has been said, I concludehthat the "iidland" dialect is
an artifact of a wrong methodology. Kurath (19u9:11) describes the metl i
prinoiple of word geography in these termss ("Ii‘ wo })mvo 8t our aispgggoiologmal
L sufficiently large mumber of regionally or locally rostricted words, we are able
: to draw dialect boundaries," He claims (1949311) that the isoglosses between
1 . the two Midland dialects are 1less nmumerous, more widely spaced, and often
g shifting," as compared with the "seams" thal bound the entire lidland aroca,
L : Unfortunately, I know of no check on the validity of this method that has been
carried through by its proponents. Meyer (1879:29L-95) was more candid in
o in admitting that such bourdaries are quite arbitrary and more artificial than
. - . 'matural," Actually, the various vertical ard horizontal (regional) isoglosses
fornm a thick mesh in many cases, where one might just as well say the age or °
social differences are more important than the spatial, In Marckwardtis (19573
maps 2 and 3) well-knomn study of the dialect areas in the North-Central States
the northern limit of Midland is demarcated chiefly by these disparate lexical
jtems: "greasy, snake-feeder, sook, sugar tree, wipple tree, pail, stone boat,
Dutch cheese." "These words, other $han hpail® and Wgreasy, would not te knowm
to many urban speakers, Jith such socially disparate items, i%k is no surprise
that the alleggd "poundary" is so hypothetical and "shifting." aThe isoglosses
diverge so radically as to be useless for positing the bournﬁary‘ alleged, It
is therefore amazing that such firm conclusiens have been dravm from such data
without any demonstration of the validity of the fata-gathering methods or of

the uses to which the data have been put,

Another dravback of word geography is that, cespite the awareness of
overlapping waves from different centers in creating dialects like the so-called
South Midland dialect on the part of many dialectologists (Kurath 1949:36), their
methods preclude an adequate study of this phencmenon, Keyser (1963), in a
review of Kurath and McDavid's The Promnciation of % 1ish in the Atlantic
States. has shown the utility and importance ol ordered rulies in this connection,
They are now being used by sociodialectologists like Labov, Who has also devoted -

L .‘ much care in working out methods_for elicitinE as informal data as possible
. {(Labov et al, 1965, Labov 1966, Labov et al, 1968).

, Now that my case has been presented, I am obliged to register a caveab
concerning it, Neither I nor those of the opposite view have any objective
demonstration of the validity of our points of view, Wo have not demonstrated

. the generalizability of our data or the wvalidity of our weighting of the
isoglosses, This absence 1S remarkable on the part of those who advocate the
conclusions based on the older data-gathering methods, in view of Pickfordts
(1956:217,221,225) devastating critique of those methods and of relying so heavily
on lexiecal features, especially predominantly rural ones, More rigidly controlled
methods are now oeing used in some sociodialectological investigations, As for

C weighting isoglosses, 1 suspect that those dependent on rules occurring earlier in
.. ' 4he ordering will carry more weight, if only because their outputs undergo
S more rules later--which results in greater changes in the final output,

If the different views on the Midland dialect under discussion simply
reducadto a contest between different museum arrangemepts of d:.alec’o.datz}, -phe
discussion would have little import for the understanding of man's linguistic

competence, Although I have olsevhore (Bailey 1968b) suggested empirical tests
mmund. f the relative apartness of rules in different
for the effects on co cation o e Pﬁ‘erent o e, T an bownd

ahsolute orderings or in unmarked reorderings in di .
. ; ' ather tharul.'l,
iti veals the weaknesses and counterintuitive results
positive, For it simply xre o oon e Thus,

f certain as tions that have 2t one time or anoth ,
ghe iaophons 3’2‘% T have claimed to be the main one in America has not pranously




been recognized, let alone as such, in the manuals that I have had access

And yet it casts grave doubt on the hypotheses that have been establigliza fo-
The.d:.ffe':rence in the %reatment of non-nasal sonorants affects large sots.of
lexical items and is therefore important even from the old quantitative point

of view, Moreover, it leads to the getting up of major areas that accord with
the intuitions of all those who speak and write of Northern and Soutnern speech
when they are not aware of the lidland hypothesis, This difference is one
dependent on phonological rules, Unlike lexical differences, it does not
proclude writing a single underlying representation of English and a cormon set
o;g n&gz bﬁ?ﬁ' whtch allhheareiz have a lingulstic competence, A grave weakness

of att ing too muc ortance to lexical items, aside fram the £

too little is yet knowmn ?:ggub the ordering of Jexical insertion rulesa:%g gha‘o
granmar, is that they easily jump across major dialect bourdaries, As Kurath
(191;9:83 observes, a farmer "“may hear and learn some new words" when he goes

to a regional shopping center, "but his pronunciation and grarmar are little
affected by these contacts," The effects of listening to radio and television
have been found to be of like mature, But linguistic rules formalize generaliza-
tions about dialects. Since they affect many iwords, even a purely, quantitative
weighting would give them more weight than isolated lexical tems, !

T shall conclude with scme general comments, It is regrettable that,
at a time when dialectology might offer an escape from the view that the only
real grammars are those mental representations of jdiolectal speaking competences
present in individuals, the possibility that there are real mental representationg
underlying polydialectal hearer corpetences 18 being explored in so few quarters,
Unless we are to assume that a child formilates different grammars for the
large set of age, class, and regional dialects that he becomes competent to
understand during the ten to fifteen years during which he is aquiring his
native language--dialects curxrsnt in his living enviromments and on the

now whether the result in different individuals begins to level out at some
point,in a_ grammar that is fairly cormon to most speakers of the language,

so, it would no doubt more or less agree with a pseudo-proto-stage o the
language which a linguist would recongtruct internally from the dialects in
the absence of earlier documentation. This fact would explain why the
vowrels of Middle English or 0ld Church Slavonic look so mich like those tnat
appear in the underlying representations of generative-»phonolggical treatments
of English and Russian, respectively, Any light that & new dialectology mght
shed on these issues would help overcome what seems to me to be the sterility
of the diachronic-synchronic dichotomy envisioned by many linguists, A way
would then be open for integrating the at present sometimes isolated branches
of linguistic studies~=synchronic studies with dialectology and historical
linguistics, and these with soctolinguistics and the rest, }

‘NOTES

lMore attention seems to have been paid to gettlement routes than
to real linguistic phenomena.

2myis intuitive falsity of the Midland hypothesis seemS nevor to have
been explained away by the proponents of that ciassificatory scheme,

3]Zn passing, I shall note that I see nv more reason for including

irgim : Southern
diale of eastern Vir a and the eastein Carolinas in the
ﬁgrﬁiiggi than for inclugnt;r, New England speech in the Northern group.




6

b

The two Southern areas also avoid confusing "trash" with "g b "
Cf, "rubbish" in Great Britain, Whether "counterpﬁe'.' (rhymes with"%;igﬁi.

is a typically "South Midland" and "Southern" item or.not is a question I
lack the requisite iniormation to settle,

5 ° 13
This difference is, of course, lexical--not phonological, I am
merely following the listin& by McDavigl cited in the gext.. &

Sother phonological items that gob left out of the text are
exemplified by the merger of "pen! with "pin® and twinter! with "winnert
in the two areas, Another is the usual deletion of //1// in "William,
tell you," and the like,

TSince it is an open question whether a lexical item is weightier
than a rule, one can legitimately choose either guess, But logic supports
weighting a rule affecting many words more heavily., Till the question is
demonstrably settled, one may wish just to add up all the words affected by
a2 tule and compare them numerically with the individual lexical items,
Though this would have the effect of weighting the rule more heavily, it is,
paradoxically, the conclusion that must follow for dialectologists like
MeDavid (personal communicabion) who reject the use of rules in dialectology.
Note further that until the weighting question is settled, little can be
gained by adding more and more data; for there will never be enough words
citable by word geographers to equal. the number of words affected by the
average phonological or syntactic rule, Here I must express my regrets at
having so few syntactic criteria--even if only selectional features--in
favor of the dialect grouping which I am advocating, Hardly any work has
veen carried on in this area of dialectology, though Labov and his
colleagues have done some admirable ground-breaking,

8No’oe that the notion of generation is at least a shade closer to
production than campetence, which, as currently being interpreted in many

varters, simply implies a checking procedure on the correctness or
the acceptability of a sentence, In this latter situation, the

sentence is already given, not Wgenerated” in one obvious, if non-technical,
sense of that term,

9Just ag diachronic reconstructions of a proto-language made from
sufficiently diverse representatives begin to change lessand less after a
certain point, regardless of the quantity of detailed additional materials
used, so it is likely that the revisions of individual nolydialectal
synchronic grammars reach a point where different ones begin to look alike, -
regardless of the original order in which the ingredients have buen added,

ADDENDUM

Taqne soglosses for the dialects of different classes should not be
" expected to co-ineide, This obvious fact is ignored in trying to use words

" from qifferent soclal levels to draw a given boundary line,
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