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SOUTHERN ACCENT PERCEPTION 2 

Rationale 

The Southern accent, to those who don’t speak it, is a monolith. It encompasses the entire 

South, however that is defined, and indexes a variety of stereotypes. These stereotypes have been 

found to run the range from negative to positive, from poverty and stupidity to honor and charm. 

In an attempt to differentiate not only the variety of accents within the South, but also the distinct 

discriminations that are attached to each, the study I administered used two distinct types of 

Southern accents. This was a perceptual study, and my general goal was to expose participants to 

their own implicit biases in an effort to have them reflect on these biases. 

Firstly, I want to explore the kinds of stereotypes held around Southern accents and who 

holds them. As asserted by Lippi-Green (2012), people attach social markers to Southern 

accents. The Southern accent, as a monolith, denotes qualities and identities about the speaker of 

it. I argue that these social markers are generally negative, and even when cast in positive 

phrasing (“honor and charm”) can still be harmful. In a study by Hayes (2013), “Northern” 

(non-Southern speaking) participants uniformly attached the monolithic Southern accent to 

themes of poverty, rurality, racism, and violent behavior, among others (pg. 46). These markers 

in themselves are negative, but when combined paint the picture of “white trash,” another term 

which further homogenizes the Southern accent into whiteness. Media obviously plays a role in 

the development of stereotypes, and with the media’s emphasis on the “Old South” (Gone with 

the Wind and O Brother Where Art Thou are examples frequently discussed), the traits affiliated 

with it continue in the perceptions of the modern South. These traits crop up in phrases like 

“Southern hospitality,” “Southern charm,” and “quaint/slower way of life.” These outwardly 

positive stereotypes help to create the monolithic view of the South, and some, such as the 
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“slower way of life,” are simply a positive spin on a negative trait, in this case “slow” being a 

euphemism for “uneducated.” Generally, these stereotypes are implicit and unconscious and, 

even in legal spaces, can drive decisions and opinions on speakers with Southern accents. 

(Habeeb 2013). 

My goals for this project then, are to bring these assumptions and unconscious biases to 

the attention of my participants and to encourage an attitude of reflection on where the biases 

come from. Since so many of the stereotypes regarding Southern accents denote whiteness, and 

since the 2010 U.S census found that the majority of Black Americans live in the South, and 

since African American Vernacular English (AAVE) is considered the dominant language of the 

Black population regardless of where they live, I decided to differentiate Southern accent based 

on race rather than geography. I conducted a survey in part to display the assumptions construed 

from Southern accents, but also to understand how those assumptions can change with race. In 

an attempt to allow participants to address their personal biases, a survey gives the opportunity to 

concretely report their biases in order to reflect on them. A video presentation is used to then 

display those results and comment on the underlying reasoning for them. 

 

Method 

Survey and Audio Presentation 

The first part of this project involves participants answering a survey of perceptual 

questions on each of three speakers: the first speaker used Standard American English (*SAE), 

the second was a white speaker with a Southern accent from North Carolina, and the third was a 

Black speaker with a Southern accent, also from North Carolina. In an attempt to standardize the 
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audio presentation, all speakers used male-coded speech and each audio clip was thirteen to 

seventeen seconds long. Topics for each speaker varied, but all involved personal folk 

knowledge: the *SAE speaker spoke about personal work out techniques, the white Southern 

speaker spoke about a local vernacular feature (the origin of a slang term for crackers), and the 

Black Southern speaker spoke about local hunting fines. (See Appendix A for transcripts.) The 

perceptual questions in the survey are as follows. 

1. How educated does this speaker sound? 

2. How dangerous does this speaker sound? 

3. How proper is the speech in this recording? 

4. How old does this speaker sound? 

5. Does this speaker use English or another language? 

6. Is it appropriate for a school teacher to speak in the manner of this recording? 

7. What is the race of this speaker? 

8. Does this speaker have an accent? If so, what is that accent? 

For questions one through three, participants circled a number from 1 to 10, with 1 being the 

least educated/dangerous/proper and 10 being the most so. For question four, participants circled 

an age from 13 to 60, questions five and six had only two options, and all remaining questions 

were write-ins.  

Most surveys were conducted by myself in person, in which I played the three audio clips 

of each speaker in the order: *SAE, white Southern, then Black Southern, and the participants 

answered all the above questions after each audio clip was played. Three of the surveys were 

given virtually, by sending participants the survey questions and the audios labeled “Speaker 1,” 
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“Speaker 2,” and “Speaker 3,” in the same order as above. Remote participants were advised to 

listen to the clips in numerical order for consistency, and all participants were allowed to request 

the audios be repeated at any point during the perceptual questions. No participants were 

provided with any visual cues or further information. Participants were asked the following 

questions about their identities only after completing the perceptual questions of the survey. 

1. Please share any identity you feel comfortable sharing (race, age, gender, country or state 

of origin, etc.). 

2. Do you consider yourself a speaker of Standard American English (did you once speak it, 

can you switch into it in certain circumstances, etc.)? Explain.  

3. Do you consider yourself a speaker with a Southern accent (American Southern) (did you 

once have it, can you switch into it in certain circumstances, etc.)? Explain  

4. Do you consider yourself a speaker of African American Vernacular English (Black 

English) (did you once speak it, can you switch into it in certain circumstances, etc.)? 

Explain.  

5. Is there any other accent, language, or dialect you consider yourself to have or have 

fluency in? Explain. 

Once participants chose to proceed to the identity questions, they were no longer allowed to 

change their answers on perceptual questions, because the terminology in the identity questions 

informs the accents. The audience of participants included a range of ages (youngest: 19; oldest: 

58) and racial identities, as well as being fairly evenly distributed between male and female. 
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Video Presentation 

The results of the survey questions were calculated as averages in the case of the 

numerical rating questions, and as percentages for questions with two options (see Appendix B). 

The video began with the three audio clips, this time with still pictures of each of the speakers 

being presented as they spoke. This came first in order to encourage the watchers to connect their 

initial blind reactions to those they had when presented with a visual of each speaker. The video 

continued to present, in text format, some possible explanations, terminology, and reasonings 

behind some of the results. The transcript of written text in the latter part of the video is as 

follows: 

The myth of accentlessness: Accents are the results of geographical and social markers. 

Everyone has a home region, a class, a race, etc., and so everyone has an accent. The 

“neutral” accent is imposed and reinforced by those with power: broadcast media, 

government and educational institutions, and corporations to name a few. Linguistically, 

all languages and variations are equally effective at communicating information between 

speakers. So why do we have negative stereotypes around some variations? Indexicality: 

A speaker’s language tells us a lot about them, like their race. Often, our negative 

stereotypes about an accent come from the identities it tells us about the speaker. The 

White Southern speaker is rated most dangerous, not because of how the accent sounds, 

but because the accent tells us he is from a group that is historically violently racist. The 

Southern speakers both are rated less educated, not because of the features of the accent 

itself, but because of the stereotype of Southerners being less educated. In short, the 
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accent does not create the perceptions of a group. The accent only tells us things about 

the speaker which we already have stereotypes of.  

The video was sent out to all participants with the request that they give their reactions to the 

content and results of the survey. The purpose of using participants’ own data for the graphs in 

the video presentation was to make the results more personally relevant. By involving 

participants in the data to which they were reacting, I aimed to increase their interest in the 

results and explanations. The concepts in the video, namely the myth of accentlessness and 

indexicality, come from Lippi-Green (2012). 

 

Evaluation 

Survey and Audio Presentation 

When I was initially giving the surveys, I noticed that the Black Southern speaker (and 

the White Southern, to a lesser extent) were frequently met with laughter from participants. The 

Black Southern recording was the one which the most participants asked to be repeated, and 

informal reactions during the survey often included comments on his unintelligibility. One 

participant in particular commented, “I couldn’t understand a word of that,” while another felt 

unable to rate him on his education “due to not being able to fully understand this person.” One 

Latino participant commented at the end of the perceptual questions that Speakers 2 and 3 (white 

and Black Southern) “didn’t sound like they’d be very friendly towards Brown people.” For the 

question which asked for the type of accent each speaker had, the white Southern speaker was 

reported almost uniformly (95%) as having a Southern accent (or similar wording, such as 

“Appalachian” or “Country”). In contrast, the Black Southern speaker was reported Southern (or 
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similar) in comparable proportion as he was reported to speak Black English (or similar wording, 

such as “Ebonics,” “AAV,” or “Cajun”). 

 

Video Presentation 

Of the twenty who participated in the initial survey, nine gave their reactions, and several 

more reported that they watched the video but did not react. Despite the expected biases 

appearing in the initial reactions to the audio recordings, the reactions to the video contents were, 

as hoped, quite reflective. Almost all of those who gave reactions commented on their surprise 

that the White Southern speaker was rated most dangerous, and several non-white respondents 

continued on to say they assumed themselves to be the only ones who rated that speaker as 

dangerous at all. The only Southern-speaking participant I was able to survey was white, and 

contributed her surprise at the white Southern speaker’s perceived danger to the fact that she 

“...lived in the south and know[s] the southern culture.” Another (white) participant reflected that 

“...the political climate definitely influences my perception of individuals who… I perceive to be 

white and southern. I think my bias of conflating white, southern, man with republican means 

that I associate individuals with those identities with fear and danger.” A connection between 

perceptions of Southerness and Whiteness and a perception of conservatism was also 

investigated by Hayes (2013), and with these types of responses, can also be said to point to 

perceptions of violence and danger. Some respondents also reflected on their other stereotypes of 

white Southern speakers, one commenting on the perception of them as “more likely to carry a 

gun and drink moonshine.” Conversely, several respondents commented on their surprise that the 

Black Southern speaker was not rated most dangerous. One respondent considered that fact that 
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only 50% of participants could tell that speaker’s race as the reason why he was rated less 

dangerous. Throughout the responses that reported surprise at this rating of danger, all 

considered the perception of his race to be the factor that would cause him to be perceived as 

most dangerous. Generally, it seems that the participants attribute the danger rating of the white 

Southern speaker to stereotypes convergent with “white trash,” and the danger rating of the 

Black Southern speaker to Blackness, whether or not they could identify the races originally. 

Most respondents expressed that they expected race to play a role in the perception of accent, 

one saying, “...within a study of accents, the dimension of race and geography would likely be 

brought up.” Some participants even remarked during the initial survey on their discomfort, 

seeming to come from the racial implications of their perceptions. There are few direct reactions 

to other specific points of data besides the rating of danger, seemingly because most other data 

presented as expected by the participants. 

 

Conclusion 

Overall, the responses of participants seem to confirm that the goal of this project has 

been met to some degree. Responses to the contents of the video were more thoughtful and 

socially aware than those during the surveys, assumingly at least in part due to the explanations 

in the video. All participants seemed neutral if not entirely receptive to the explanations in the 

latter half of the video, with the exception of one white respondent, who claimed the 

overrepresentation of non-white participants in the survey skewed the data. While I feel that 

there are improvements to be made, that is not one of them. For future implementation of this 

survey model, more uniform audio clips would produce more accurate results, especially 
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considering the differences in topics of the speakers used for this project. A final video response 

from one participant states, “I'm now challenged to analyze my own perceptions. Just because I 

think an accent sounds white/Southern/uneducated, I must confront my bias regarding "danger" 

even thought that is a gross generalization on my behalf.” While this reaction certainly focuses 

on one facet of the study, it exemplifies the realization of the goals I set for this project. This 

participant was moved to reflect on his perceptions on Southern accents, and how race factors 

into those perceptions. 
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Appendix A 

Speaker 1 (14s): 

“You know volume gets cut back a little bit, you know I’ll stop doing workouts that 

could have uh, an adverse effect on the next day. You know, whether there’s a lot of pull-ups or 

muscle ups, or there’s a big potential for tearing your hand or something like that.” 

Speaker 2 (17s):  

“Yes, because Nabisco, you know that’s who produc- who makes those, and uh. That was 

just a short name that old-timers, you know, used to use, for that name brand, because that used 

to be the only cracker they made. And uh, it just stuck. So now you say, ‘I’m gonna go down 

there to the store and get me a pack of Nabs.’” 

Speaker 3 (13s): 

“Um. So it’s four hundred dollars just to go and four hundred dollars to kill one. So. It’s 

very expensive, shooting bears. [We will] walk some out there and I’ll show you most of it, on 

the- on the way back through. (background speaker: “Okay.”) Just you mention that.” 
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