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In recent decades, scholars have pointed out that local or Southern identity is a 

key factor influencing many speakers to use Southern and Appalachian regional speech 
features in agentive ways (Childs and Mallinson 2004; Wolfram 2003; Hazen 2002; 
Johnstone 1999; Feagin 1986).  It is still not yet well-understood, however, why people in 
the South and the Southern ‘Mountains’ continue to identify and speak distinctly from 
other regions of the U.S., even though being ‘different’ in this way brings powerful social 
stigmatization (Preston 1997, Lippi-Green 1997).  Combining ethnographic methods and 
quantitative analyses (including mixed-model regression), this study of thirty speakers in 
a small, rural community in Eastern Kentucky finds that in some respects, speakers 
embrace local language and identity due to, not in spite of, marginalization by outsiders.   

The community of study has experienced little in-migration, but residents often 
leave the ‘Mountains’ and the South for work and shopping.  They are frequently 
confronted with the jarring realization that they and their speech are ‘hick’.  In what 
seems to be in part a reaction against their marginalization, almost all community 
residents express very positive feelings about their community and their ‘Eastern 
Kentucky accent’.  Residents draw heavily on regional phonological features in 
expressing their local identity.  Speakers use 89% (n=300) pre-voiceless /ay/-
monophthongization.  All front /ʌ/, and most (86%) raise it as well (n=299).   

However, local residents tend to eschew ‘bad grammar’, despite embracing their 
local ‘accent’.  Accordingly, their overall rate of was-leveling is only 31% (n=438).  
Distinguishing between an ‘accent’ and ‘bad grammar’ seems to be help residents 
manage competing pressures to appear intelligent, competent and modern, yet at the same 
time, local and authentic.  People who went to college and/or work in education use 
particularly low rates of was-leveling, reflecting their greater exposure to standard 
language ideology.  
 
 


