"Oh [0:], I'm the token Asian™: A potential vowel marker of ethnic identity
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This paper reports on the pronunciation of GOAT vowels as a potential ethnic marker
among a group of Asian American college women in central New Jersey. Two distinctive features
of this vowel are discussed: 1) its relative backness, and 2) its monophthongal quality.

As reported by The Atlas of North American English, the fronting of GOAT is a widespread
change in progress, with the Mid-Atlantic region the most advanced, and the North and Canada
maintaining a conservative, back position (Labov et al. 2006, p. 157). Fronted GOAT has been
well documented as a feature of Philadelphia English (Labov 1980, 2001; Labov et al. 2013), and
more recently, as part of the California or Western VVowel Shift (Hinton et al. 1987; Eckert 2008;
Hall-Lew 2009).

The present data come from interviews with 15 female speakers conducted as part of an
ethnographic study of an Asian American sorority. They are all native speakers of English, 21-24
years old, of Chinese, Vietnamese, and Korean descent. All the speakers were raised in the Mid-
Atlantic dialect region (specifically, New York City, New Jersey, and Delaware).

Compared to a sample of 7 non-Asian female speakers of similar age and from the same
region, the Asian speakers have a backer GOAT, with an average normalized F2 of 1457 Hz
(N=528), compared to the non-Asian speakers’ average of 1730 Hz (N=56). This pattern also holds
at the individual level: considering the combined average F2 of 1594 Hz, five of the non-Asian
speakers fall above this average, while none of the Asian speakers do.

Impressionistically, the Asian speakers also tend to produce more monophthongal GOAT
tokens. This auditory impression is confirmed by a measure of formant change from the vowel
onset to offset, with the Asian speakers showing on average about 30% less movement in F1 and
F2 than the non-Asian speakers.

Together, these features lead to a distinctive pronunciation of GOAT words which may
serve as a marker of Asian American identity. While Chun (2009) describes backed,
monophthongal /o/ as a feature of “Mock Asian” English, so far this vowel has not been explored
as an ethnic identity marker among native English-speaking Asian Americans of varied descent.

That the Asian speakers in this study resist GOAT-fronting contrasts with Hall-Lew (2009),
who finds that Asian Americans in a San Francisco neighborhood show change in apparent time
toward fronted GOAT, while European Americans don’t. Together, these findings suggest that
research on regional sound change needs to take into account the interrelationship of place and
ethnic identity. Furthermore, this study adds to the growing body of work on Asian Americans
which is filling a crucial gap in the sociolinguistic picture of the United States.
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