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This paper presents acoustic analyses of vowel systems from Oklahoma, an approach 

neglected in previous studies. The earliest work focused on lexicon (e.g., Van Riper’s data, 
mapped in Atwood’s The Regional Vocabulary of Texas, 1962, and summarized in Southard’s 
chapter on Oklahoma in Focus on the Midwest, 1993). Later work looked only at individual or 
paired (i.e., merging and unmerging) segments (e.g., Bailey, Tillery, and Wikle’s publications 
from the Survey of Oklahoma Dialects). The only published representations of systems are 
Thomas’ of four speakers from Yale (a small town just east of Stillwater) in his An acoustic 
analysis of vowel variation in New World English (2001), although it is possible to derive system 
plots for one (young female) speaker each from Tulsa and Oklahoma City from data in the CD-
ROM that accompanies Labov, Ash, and Boberg’s The atlas of North American English (ANAE, 
2006).   

Although Oklahoma English is interesting in its own right, it is perhaps especially 
important for several reasons:  

1) Studies of its rural and small-town areas help fill in the blanks left by ANAE.  
2) Consideration of vowel systems addresses, from a different perspective, the types of 
diffusion proposed by Bailey, Tillery, and Wikle — hierarchical (urban to rural), 
contrahierarchical (rural to urban) and contagion (diffusion by contact). Generally 
speaking, they conclude that “Midwestern” terms follow a hierarchical route, “Southern” 
ones move contrahierarchically, and various forms have spread through contagion or 
contagion in combination with one of the other methods.  
3) Consideration of 1) and 2) will lead to a better understanding of the way in which the 
state has made use of the input of the varieties its settlers brought with them, an 
immigration that, even in US terms, is very recent.       
We will show and discuss vowel plots derived from earlier studies as well as those based 

on data from oral history projects and on data we have collected in the newly established 
RODEO (Research on the Dialects of English in Oklahoma) project. 

Our plots show a considerably greater connection to Southern speech than has been 
suggested in previous research. Although there is evidence of avoidance of some stereotypical 
Southern features (e.g., /ay/-monophthongization), particularly in urban areas, the general 
character of Oklahoma vowels remains decidedly Southern.   

In conclusion, we discuss how these findings contribute to understanding the proposed 
types of diffusion; we suggest that there was a break in the chain of transmission that would have 
preserved the details of Midwestern or Southern systems. Their exact character was lost in the 
intense variability brought by speakers from different areas (and language backgrounds) in the 
earliest immigration, a fact that has led to what Labov (2007) calls “diffusion” — the acquisition 
of only the general shape of a system (or systems, e.g., Preston 2010) when the chain of 
transmission is broken. In this case, that broken chain did not allow a “founder” group (Mufwene 
1996) to be established, and subsequent developments reflect that mixture. 

Finally, we speculate that sociopolitical, ideological forces have played a role in the 
promotion and retardation of more salient features of Southern and nonSouthern features in the 
state.     


