
The Margin of Merger in Southeastern New England: A Geographic and Historical
Investigation

Eastern New England has long been known - even defined - as an area where the vowels of cot
and caught are merged. However, the geographical extent of this low back merger has been
disputed - as it involves Rhode Island, in particular. Though a few associated studies (Chase
1935; Kilpatrick 1937) came to more nuanced conclusions, the major publications associated
with the Linguistic Atlas of New England project or (LANE; (Kurath 1939; Kurath & McDavid
1961) reported that Providence and the rest of Rhode Island had the merger, just like Boston and
the rest of eastern Massachusetts. More recent observations and studies (Moulton 1968; Labov, 
Ash & Boberg 2005) have invalidated this conclusion for Providence, but the status of the areas
around and between the two state capitals has  remained unclear, as have the dynamics (or
statics) over time of the merger in this part of New England. 

This paper reports on four sets of data bearing on the above issue: 1) recordings made in
the 1930's of some of the LANE informants, most of them born in the mid-1800's; 2) oral history
recordings made in individual towns in Massachusetts and Rhode Island, of residents mostly
born just after 1900; 3) my own recordings of senior citizens born mainly in the 1920's in forty
cities and towns on both sides of the state border; 4) my own recordings of young adults born
mainly in the 1980's in the same forty communities. Each of these speakers' low back vowels
have been analyzed auditorily, and in some cases acoustically, to determine if they are merged or
distinct. And in the case of 3) and 4), speakers' own perceptions and productions of several low
back vowel minimal pairs are available, in addition to the more conversational speech data.

The picture given by the speakers from LANE is not straightforward. Some of these
oldest speakers are very hard to classify, and the conventional attribution of LANE's errors
simply to poor fieldwork may be unjustified. But as far as the living speakers are concerned, all
but a handful are uncontrovertibly either merged or distinct. Few speakers' perceptions disagree
with their productions, and very few - or even none - exhibit merger in some phonological
contexts, not in others. Furthermore, the border between merged and distinct towns has remained
very constant over the course of the 20th century, despite whatever migration and other contact
has occurred across it. There has been no wholesale spreading of the merger at the expense of the
distinction.

In some areas, the linguistic boundary matches the state line, with Massachusetts merged
and Rhode Island distinct - confirming the conclusions - of Moulton and Labov, Ash & Boberg.
On the other hand, several areas of Massachusetts, including the city of Fall River, were and are
firmly distinct. Against this background of stability, some change can be observed. Along the
boundary, in sub-parts of several towns (Assonet, South Attleboro, and South Bellingham, MA),
young speakers are merged, while older ones are not. The same shift may be occurring within the
area of formerly solid distinction, especially in towns with a large non-local population (e.g.
Barrington, RI).

This study is exhaustive from a geographic point of view, obtaining speech from long-
time or life-long residents of every community in the fairly small study area, lying on both sides
of what proves to be a clear dialect boundary. This degree of detail highlights further questions,
for example how to explain places where settlement history and linguistic patterns do not
coincide, or why scattered instances of change occur against a backdrop of dialect maintenance
and stability.
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