3

The myth of non-accent
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tioning myths,
d them as a useful exp
and these cannot
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and the lawmakers had sanctione
control the people by superstitious fears,

and marvels.
Strabo (64 BC-AD 26); Geographia

You've got one to0
ultural significance. In the study of

h a story symbolizes human experience more

the way that myths are used to justify social

on in that order.’

ge and its corollary, non-accent, as
as is borne out by the Oxford English
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» Prom this follows quite
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roadly as a story with general ¢

dary to the way in whic
ting 18
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Myth is understood b
myth, veracity is secon
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In general, linguists think of standard langua
abstractions. And in fact, thisis a logical connection,
Dictionary’s definition: “[an abstraction is} the idea of somethin
existence; a thing which exists only in idea; something visionary

neatly Milroy and Milroy’s suggestion that standard language s
as any specific language, but as “an idea in the mind rather than a reality —2 set of abstract

porms to which actual usage may conform to a greater ot Jesser extent” (1985: 22-23).

For our purposes, it is useful to consider both standard language and non-dccent as myths.
It is only by domng so that we can come to understanding how the collective consciousness
came to be. Myths are magical and powerful constructs; they can motivate social behavior

and actions which would be otherwise contrary to logic or reason.
We have come a good way into this discussion without defining the term

the reason for thatis clear by now: in sO far as linguists are concerned, t

technical or specific meaning. [tis widely used by the public,
In a more technical sense, accent is used 0 distinguish stress in word
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language which tend
s oo e Fomg ;(zzvla:;l an upswing in stress at the end of i
;s c;nz very active point of vi?jgce; lzpld-ﬁre. s An:zzfg;nh

ncludin 1ksgivi e |

N Seemihizaézksgwmg, insurance, adult, cegﬁtt;tdo S Sesgianal]
e rst syllable stress has been d :
everywhere else in the co g
(South) or inSURance (elsewhe:en

ltllng, or Sing-
English there
1 set of words

ocu
it Stresiin;id dfl(irsihese words in the South,
Out.SIde the South quite a lot ). The first syllable variarfto ﬁd Sﬁﬂable: IN{amnm
taking notes on it. The oth over at least the past 20 yea as been showing up
to be wandering North-o er words that follow this pat{e;s,’ which is when I started
A-dult, CEment or UM[; 11'[1}7 casual research has not unCOven 1(1; the South do not seem
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L1 accent is, then, S. English spoken: every native speaker of
U.S. English has an L1 aceent, no matter how unmarked or marked the person’s language
may seem to be. This includes people like Rachel Maddow, Steven Colbert, Bill Maher,
Bill O’Reilly and Ann Coulter, broadcast news and commentary personalities who are
generally thought to be speakers of *SAE.
go where does accent end and dialect begin?® To be m
considered a separate language from German, and Swiss German not? Why do people
call the variety of English that many African Americans speak Black slang (or a Black accent
or African American English) but call Cockney and Gullah dialects? Max Weinreich 1s
widely quoted as pointing out that a language is a dialect with an army and a navy; Twould
like to add to that ohservation that a dialect is perhaps nothing more than a language that
ect. That is to say that these questions are really about politics and history. The
iscussed are secondary- Howev!

the native variety of U

ore specific: Why is Dutch

gets N0 resp
features of the languages being d
distinguish between accent and language variety on pu

division can be made as follows:

er, if it is necessary to
rely linguistic terms, then a rough

guished by accent when differences are
features).

ogical structures, syntax,
or dialects, of the same

® Two varicties of 2 single language are distin
honology (prosodic and segmental

restricted primarily to p
le language also differ in morphol

® If two varieties of 2 sing
lexicon, and semantics, then they are different varieties,

language.
ge differ in all these ways, and in addition

s of 2 common mother langua
political boundaries,

® If two varietie
histories, distinct orthographies, and/or geo-

have distinct literary
then they are generally called different languages.

¢ speaker’s ability t switch between languages

hifting is a term reflecting th
or language varieties dependenton a large number of factors. Itisa complicated process,
and one that has been studied intensively. For our purposes, however, it is enough to say
that when a speaker is shifting between two varieties of one language which are closely
related, it will sometimes be appropriate to speak of “sccent” and sometimes of “variety.”
Thus it is useful to retain the term accent to talk about phonology, but it is important t0

remember that this is 2 fluid category.

1.2 accent is very different. When a native speaker of a language other than English
learns English, accent is used to refer to the breakthrough of native language phonology
us we might say that an individual has a Welsh accent, ora

into the target language. Th
Tagalog accent, because the phonologies of those languages influence the learner’s
ffort to block the L2 accent will be accomplished

pronunciation of U.S. English, and any €

with differing degrees of success.
Thus far it has been put forward that:

Style or code s

cessarily and functionally variable;

® all spoken human language is ne
ocial, stylistic and geographic

® one of the functions of variation is to cOnvey s
® the majority of the emblematic work of variation is ca

CONSCIOUSNESS.

And given the fact that accent is just shorthand
edundant term), what can 2 «standard’ Us

Given these facts, what is non-accent?
variable language (W
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unds i i
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In spite of
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¢ " i s so thor
dardized spoken lang‘uagzaréﬁﬂ-lly l‘:lth the question of the nlyth?;’ci’rl_gy about language,
; - Until the im ibili gmogen
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way? Consider a man who : w?y for a brief period of time, or that zry. IAIe ey
o . 3 € & >
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James Kahakua i o
AT 4 native o i’
radio. He was refu;ed prornotfjHawval i, wanted to read prepared weather f
Creole. When he sued. the dqn because his English marks him asa s rk orecasts on the
_ ] I ati ‘ 11
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- em—— Suchp;;ngts ]ilke the one who testified in the Kahak
an accent reduction speciali ns have a vested interest in the idea of e ey
pecialist could not convince the court th t]\/? ‘;Zfﬁt o
a I hak‘ua’s H iy
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ong and inappropri
opriate, w
Answers for all of these priate, what would that mean for her career?
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e begin w quire a closer understanding of language acquisiti
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n adolescence, the ability to acquire language with the same ease a8

young children atrophies.’
ly understood elem
of success with w

ents of cognition and perception which have

hich an adult will manage to acquire a new

In summary, the phenomenon that we call a foreign accent isa
cts speakers and listeners in both perception and
(Derwing and Munro 2005: 379).

to do with the degree

phonology, or accent.
complex aspect of language that affe
production and, consequently, in social interaction

These are very dry facts. Let’s approach this in another way.

The Sound House

the human vocal apparatus as 4 set
nd consonants, are bricks. Other

of building materials.

building materials (wood, mortar; plaster, stone) stand in for things like tone, vowel

thich are part of the articulation of vowels and consonants, but
d in many languages. Thus far, we are

harmony, and length, ®
provide another layer of meaning-bearing soun
of the full set of possible sounds.
nto the brain,

talking about phonetics: the production and perception
Children are born with two things: a set of Janguage blueprints wired 1
which gives them some intuitive understanding of very basic rules of language. They also
have a set of tools which goes along with these blueprints.
Now think of the language acquisition process asa newborn who begins to build a Sound
House. The Sound Fouse is the “home” of the language, OF what we have been calling
th the child is in the Sound

accent — the phonology — of the child’s native tongue. At bir

House warehouse, where full inventory of all possible materials is available to her. She

looks at the Sound Houses built by her parents, her brothers and sisters, by other people

and she starts to pick out those materials, those bricks she sees they have used
¢ with other bricks, with a bit of wood,

y experimen
licating the Sound Houses <he sees around her. She

she puts up walls, plans the

unds which can be produced by
The basic materials, vowels a

First, think of all the so

around her,
to build their Sound Houses. She ma
but in the end she settles down to dup
sets up her inventory of sounds in relationship to each other;

space: she 18 constructing her phonology-
The blueprints tell her that she must have certain supporting structures; she does this.

She wanders around in her parents’ Sound Houses and sees how they do things. She makes
mistakes; fixes them. In the process, she makes small innovations.

Maybe this child has parents who speak English and Gaelic, or who are native
Cincinnati and speak what they think of as standard American English, as well as African
American English Vernacular. The parents each have two Sound Houses, or perhaps one
Sound House with two wings. She has two houses to build at once. Sometimes she mixes
materials up, but then sorts them out. Maybe she builds a bridge between
tures. Maybe a connecting courtyard.

The child starts to socialize with other children. Her best friend has
layout, although he has buile his Sound House with the exact same inv
materials. Another friend has a Sound House which is missing the back staircase.
to be like her friends, and so she makes renovations to
somewhat different from her parents’ Sound Houses; it is more her own. Maybe the Gaeli¢
half of her Sound House is neglected, has a hole in the roof, a collapsing flo

is at odds, because she loves her AAVE §ound House, but others criticize it as ugly @

s of

a slightly different
entory of building
She wants

the two strucs

her Sound House. Tt begins to lool?

or. Maybe shé
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not worthy to be called a h
- ‘ : a house at all. She mi
(;;/Sifeml(:jhprelie]l:id 1t never existed, Now fn?;lgili :}‘i?ﬂtua][y abandon the AAVE Sound
n the child turns 20, she noti N
silieoelilg] Sy notices another kind of So ;
just like it. She | oy R el P et L
ooks for her blueprints and her tools, but d:l sion to her own Sound House
] ey

S e k SE p S [IUUSGS. tht ab ut
] eSlH]l(lf)UIl f]le stre tal[([ l()() S at [] cse ; a llS]l OUIld 18 dI“EIEIlt O

hem. LO( )k at that balC ny. I I W y ul :l atr Ef\ [ 5] 1' t S E(
(0] y 9] do ou b d 3 dO € sta ]
t Cases 100. hke ha H

\I‘V]t] hel l)ﬂ c handé S]le sets out to b ([ an te O 0 I]ﬂ 0] [ un ouse
3 S T ull €xtens t r gl S d
na O H s

She sees bricks she doesn’t have in h
in her o inv
wn inventory, but how to get back to th
e

warchouse? She’ll have to i
- e to improvise. She’
T Y . She’s a smart woman, she .
obvious things she sees 1rfg§1(t)u?;j Houses built by Spanish spezf;f:rjla:{ 'T(a brle,_Cut down
of the doors, for exam Ol wow, they have fireplaces. Th e e L
. ! ple, slip right by places. The less obvious things: wi
did you build that chi ght by her at first. Sh ' ings: width
chimney, she asks ssrinon thelon
of Spanish : , she asks. T don’t kn ; g process. How
Ifiﬁ)nel:s ful I‘jas . kl}? at the time, and I've lost ;‘;]’bslays h_er informant, a native speaker
cky, she : ; : ueprints.
difference between this;g itgulc.ie —an 1.nformed language teacher — wh .
this guide will say. YOu,reeanIC_Jn she is trying to build and her own S 0 cadn point out the
kind of wall, ultramarine fomul(qmg up blue and ultramarine bricks! V&(;un House. Look,
i r that. And you certainly can’t put a pa.le : I]isg F)]ll:e for this
£0h,” says the wom i TR
] ’ an building th
will bEgm to diffe ; g the new Sound House. “I hadn’ : 3
which are disti rentiate more carefully, for example, b ACOTIOEESE, LS S
She work CH T i e lﬂnguage she is leamingp » between two very similar vowels
rks very, very hard i ; ) L
B il e tiaps upy s this extension. B
: shape up: it i : . But no matter how h:
notice it and grin. PR always anetY- There’s a gap in th‘:ﬁ;;f ls)he ‘;’OYkS, the
In absolute amaze e
; ! ment, she watches her li .
with no effort at all ) ches her little sister buil
,a d . ) uild the
has her blueprints anlz{ tlt 1? p:: rfect. She points this out to her meiﬁl Ct“slgme Soun.d House
building the same extenqci)g i ;a";ls her guide. Then she seeséa stre o s oy
Spani ston and he is also taki il 1o anger, an older m
P“Icl)l}s]hnSo’?Ed House looks like an original :0 ‘;lli less time, just galloping through ;I?;
0,” her guide tells her. “I¢’ : o
- “It’s very good, no doubt, b
’ , but look there — don’
tyou see

that the windo .
: ws are slightly ¢ -
Wwindows give it aan_”g y too close together? It would fool almost everybody, but th
. , but those

people

She digs in he
r heels and oia
abandons her origi moves into the extensi
- rieinal Engli xtension, although ; .
getting this rightfgShae r ngthh Sound House for months, for Viarthehrof)f still leaks. She
Sound House is conde arely goes back to the first Sound House as’ she is so dedicated to
fist goes through the SEEEd When she does go back to the En IIZTEFE’ and the Gaelic
ouse is here, and it’s St'llr it seems strange to her. But the strucgu q 1 hound House, and
When bl come‘t] .?tfmdmg_, if a little dusty. Very quickly ~}:& . eart of her Sound
@t 8o it's not her ﬁrs(t) visit her 1.n her Spanish Sound House' sh: eels at home again.
ynOtjCe S f:‘]()nstructlon. They examine eVethhl-n’ lY are ﬂ{nazed £ hiid
they tell her. he's been ails, but they don’t say anything. P g ﬂ: osely. Some of them
BEtit right. working on the same extension for longerS th « gy dowu the block,
i e a )
4 _s 1S not a perfect analogy: n you and he’ll never
,erhology’ gY;
tis g Usefu] B

it has no wa
or the use or production o f]ang:o ?'CC\OEnt for the acquisition of syntax and
nalogy no 3 age. A house c: .
nethele J . annot produ :
ess, in as much as this limitation is I‘GE, _Cegﬂythlﬂg- fut
cognized.
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Adult language learners a1l have the same handicap in learning a second language: the
have faded to near illegibility, and the tools are rusted. We must all build new
nds. When the judge claimed that there was no physio-
dcast English the radio station

blueprints
Sound Houses with our bare ha
logical reason that James Kahakua could not speak the broa

demanded, he was simply wrong.’
Tt is crucial to pointout that the s
_ which here stands in for accent—
using the target language- Accent has little to do with w
cative competence, or the ability to use and interpret language ina wide

effectively.’
There is a long list of prominent persons who speak English as a second language and
who never lost their accents. They never managed to build an English Sound House which
would fool anybody into thinking that they are native speakers, but their ability to use
English is clear. This group includes people like Isabel Allende, Derek Wolcott, Adriana
Huffington, Arnold Schwarzenegger, the irritable John Simon, and Zbigniew Brzezinski,
who represent the political and socio-cultural mainstream, but who do it in an accented
English. Do people like these choose to speak English with an accent? Have they not
worked hard enough, long enough to sound American? Are they not smart enough?
The same questions are relevant to native speakers of English with marked or
stigmatized regional or social accents. When you think of Jimmy Carter, Jessie Jackson
or Rosie O’Donnell, do we think of people who cannot express themselves? Whether you
like or dislike them a anicators. Do they willfully

s individuals, they are all excellent comm
refuse to give up Georgia, African American, or INew York varieties of English for
something less socially marked, 0

r are they incapable of doing so?

Because two phonologies are similar, we think it must be casier to build a second Sound
House. Why can’t Mr. Kahakua — who after all has an English Sound House to begin with
make a few adjustments that will transform it into what passes as a generic English
Brit born and raised —makes a very convincing Louisiana
off sounding less Hawai'ian.

't automatically adopt a foreign accent, no matter how easy
make it look. In the filming process the camera rolls for short periods of time, and
The actor has had coaching, most likely, from someone who 18
standing on the sidelines ready to pitch in if the actor’s accent begins to disintegrate. If
the actor gets it wrong, they stop and try again. Under these favorable circumstances,
many people could imitate another variety of English quite admirably — but for others,

not even this is possible.

There are many examples of actors cr
spite of expensive tutoring, and the possibility of many takes of each
case, whether we have a very English Hugh Iaurie who truly sounds —
_ as if were a cranky doctor born and raised in the States (Fox’s House), or Dominic
_ born in Yorkshire — who cries but fails to convince us that he is a tough Baltimore

homicide detective (HBO’s The Wire), we are not talking abouta permanent $ound House:
These accents are fake store fronts that won’t stand up to a strong and persistent breeze:

And it takes an exceptional talent (a subject to be raised shortly) to achieve even this linite®

amount.

At a sociolinguistics confe
Cities Chain Shift came to my presen
really fascinating to listen to you, — ©

cructural integrity of the targeted second Sound House
s distinct from the language learner’s skill in actually
hat is generally called communi-
variety of contexts

— just
Sound House? Stephen Moyer =2
4. Surely Mr. Kahakua could pull

vampire on True Bloo
The answer is, actors can

they

in a limited context.

iticized roundly for not pulling off an accent, i
utterance. In either
up on the screei
West

rence Some years ago, a colleag
tation. Afterwards she said to me “You know, IL¥E
d too.” The whole ame

h, and your talk was goo

Pronunciation,

wh
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had been :
presenting my wo
notes to hersolf. Wien}; Wal;k, S}:f had been listening closely to my vowel
much stayed put, but when I Ire‘]a( ing from prepared text, she told fne %, and making
vowels started to move: the choc') tilg) from my papers and spoke exte;nrgy vowels pretty
less I partici : ' ain shift in action. Th oraneously, m
cipate in the shift; this i : . I'he more attention [ , My
is is an indicati pay to speech, th
move away from m 3 cation that some , the
, ’ v background wh part of me feels compell
involved in m ; when I am speakin , mpelled to
y subject, wh . g as an academ
forth: T am a l’lative]of Chi:n I forget to monitor my speech carefull ic. But ‘.,Vhen Iam
pointed out to me by man ago, altnd I cannot pretend to be anything y’l my ’ngms come
y non-linguists; else. This has bee
to anyb : guists; people ar as been
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important, such a person would have to have complete control of the structured variation

active in the target language.

To understand the importance of this, imagine yourself in another country, speaking a
language you have studied in school for a number of years. Not only do you have to keep
the subjunctive straight, for example, but you should be able to interpret tone of voice and
lexical choice. If you can’t interpret such language signals, you have no way of knowing if

you are being taken seriously, or for a ride.

If there are adults who are capable of learning to absolutely and cleanly substitute one
division instantaneously

accent for another, they are as rare as individuals who can do long
in their heads, or have photographic memories. If they do exist, it would be interesting and
important to study them, because it would seem that these are adults whose language acqui-
sition fanction — the hard wiring in the brain — failed to stop functioning at the usual time.

If a person is very dedicated, works hard, and has good guidance, it may be possible to

fool some of the people some of the time. But there’s a crucial question that hasn’t been

asked yet:
Who do we ask to jump through these hoops, and why? If *SAE is something logically

and reasonably required of broadcast news reporters, why was it required of James
Kahakua, and not of Peter Jennings (Canada) or Dan Rathers (Texas)?

And, a more difficult question: what is right or wrong about asking Mr. Kahakua to
pretend? 1f he is capable of faking an accent, why shouldn’t his employer ask him to do
this, for those few minutes he is reading the weather on the radio?

A close and cynical reader of my arguments — of which there will be many —will point
out that T have made two statements which seem to contradict each other. 1 have gone to
some length to establish that all spoken language is variable, and that all languages change.
Thus, the Sound Houses we build change over our lifetimes. At the same time, it seems
that I am arguing that Sound Houses cannot be changed. [ have been critical of speech
therapists who claim this is possible.

A Sound House is a living, evolving product of our minds, a mirror of our changing
social beings. We redecorate constantly, with a keen eye for what the neighbors are doing.
Little by little, we may move a wall, rearrange the bricks, add windows. One person builds

a patio, and maybe that catches on, in the same way that somewhere, one day (in a way
sociolinguists have never been able to observe) hundreds of other changes caught on and
began to gain linguistic and social currency.

We are all subject to the aging process; no one is exempt from those changes over time.
Thus our Sound Houses do change over time but in ways which are outside direct control:

( DISCUSSION QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

‘ @ What does the idea of style shifting do to the Sound House analogy? Many people aré
bilingual or multilingual, and for each language they also have multiple styles. Is theré @ =
way to adapt the metaphor to account for this, or does it simply break down?

@ How many prominent people {politicians, actors, policy-makers, educators, media

1
‘ personalities, etc.) can you think of w
| does a foreign accent seem 1o have on the individual's life?

ho speak English with an L2 accent? What impact
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