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This paper takes a magnifying lens to the common assumption that ethnic dialects do not 

contain variation and do not undergo change (see, e.g., Labov, 2001:506).   This assumption has 
been challenged by recent works, including Hall-Lew (2009) and Thomas (2007).  The current 
paper provides evidence that there is considerable variation within a demographically similar 
group of speakers of Hmong American English. Sociolinguistic interviews were conducted with 
23 Hmong Americans of similar social mobility and educational backgrounds, between the ages 
of 18 and 29, all currently living in the Twin Cities (Minneapolis--St. Paul), and most having 
lived in Minnesota since age 8 or before. Each participant’s vowel formants, vowel nasalization, 
and consonant features were acoustically analyzed using Akustyk for Praat (Plichta, 2009). The 
data show that there is significant variation within the Hmong American ethnic dialect in the 
Twin Cities especially with respect to the adoption of Northern Cities Shift features such as 
vowel formant shifting (Labov, Ash & Boberg, 2006) and increased nasalization (Plichta, 2005).   

Explanations for these ideolectical differences lie within a fairly broad range of 
individual identity and social network characteristics. This paper is one of the first to 
systematically investigate the English spoken by Hmong Americans (see also Ito, in press). The 
current findings demonstrate that Hmong American English is not a uniform ethnic dialect, even 
when we focus on a small group of demographically “homogeneous” speakers. These findings 
can be extended to the wider field of variationist studies and dialectology: minority ethnic 
dialects are likely not monolithic; they may contain variation as diverse as the individuals who 
utilize those dialects. Taking a closer look at ethnic dialects previously supposed to be uniform 
will shed light on the importance of individual speakers’ identities and social networks in each 
community’s dialect creation, maintenance, and adaptation.  
  


