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New York City English and
second generation Chinese
Americans
AMY WING-MEI WONG

Chinese Americans are using New York City English to
negotiate identities

Chinese Americans in the United
States and in New York City

Chinese Americans are the earliest Asian immi-
grants to the U.S. The first wave of Chinese
immigrants came to the U.S. as early as the
1840s. Many of them were peasants from the
Guangdong Province in Southern China who
moved to California as railroad workers. The
influx of Chinese immigrants during the 1860s
and 1870s was severely restricted for about
sixty years as a result of the growing anti-Chi-
nese movements in California, which culmi-
nated in the passing of the Chinese Exclusion
Act in 1882. Not until 1965 did Chinese immi-
gration begin to grow steadily again, when the
Immigration and Nationality Act eliminated
‘national origins’ as a basis for distributing
immigration quotas and set an annual immi-
gration quota of 20,000 from any given coun-
try. The number of Chinese Americans
continued to surge after the governments of
the People’s Republic of China and of Taiwan
liberalized their emigration policies in the
1970s. According to the 2006 American Com-
munity Survey (ACS) (U.S. Census Bureau,
2006), Chinese Americans now constitute 1.2
percent of the entire U.S. population and are
the largest ethnic group among Asian Ameri-
cans. Many post-1960s Chinese immigrants
seek new immigration gateways beyond Cali-
fornia and settle in states like New York, New
Jersey, Texas, Illinois, Maryland and Virginia.
As of 2006, 13.4 percent of Chinese Americans
in the U.S. reside in New York City (NYC),
making it the most popular city for Chinese

Americans (followed by San Francisco, with
4.5 percent) (Shinagawa & Kim, 2008).

The population of Chinese immigrants in
NYC prior to the late nineteenth century trailed
behind major Western cities. It only began to
increase significantly after the 1880s (see Table
1) when anti-Chinese movements in the West-
ern cities compelled many Chinese immigrants
to move to Eastern areas such as NYC. Similar
to other early Chinese communities in the West
Coast, the pre-1950s Chinese community in
NYC was composed predominantly of middle-
age, single, male sojourners as a result of the
continuous campaign in the U.S. to curtail 
Chinese immigration by prohibiting Chinese
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laborers from naturalization and from bringing
their wives and children into the U.S. In 1940,
for instance, the male to female ratio in NYC’s
Chinatown was 603 males to 100 females
(Zhou, 1992: 34). During this exclusion period,
the number of American-born Chinese (ABCs)
remained small. The ratio of women to men in
the Chinese population began to reach parity
after the Second World War. The more bal-
anced sex ratio in the post-1965 Chinese popu-
lation led to an increase in two-parent-families
(Yuan, 1974), setting off a gradual increase in
the number of American-born Chinese and
changing the mentality of the Chinese immi-
grants from that of sojourners to that of settlers
(Zhou, 1992). Since the continuous presence of
Chinese-American families only became more
significant after the 1970s, there are fewer Chi-
nese Americans who belong to the second or
subsequent generations in NYC than in the
Greater San Francisco area (Hall-Lew & Starr,
this issue). In 2000, about 24 percent of NYC’s
Chinese population was American-born, with
the majority of them belonging to the second
generation.

The post-1965 immigration streams have

diversified the Chinese population in the U.S.
and in NYC. While earlier Chinese in the U.S.
speak Yué Chinese such as Taishanese and Can-
tonese, newer immigrants speak many varieties
of Chinese, including Mandarin, Min (such as
Taiwanese and Fuzhounese) and Wu (such as
Shanghainese). Additionally, the newer Chinese
Americans in NYC are no longer confined to set-
tling in the historic Chinatown of Lower Man-
hattan. Many moved to new satellite Chinatowns
in Flushing and Elmhurst in Queens and Sunset
Park and Bensonhurst in Brooklyn. Better-off
Chinese immigrants even bypassed Chinatowns
for more middle-class neighborhoods. 

Although Chinese Americans set up Chinese
heritage language schools as early as 1848 to
preserve the heritage language and to promote
a sense of ethnic identity among their Ameri-
can-born children (Chao, 1997), there is
strong evidence that language shift to English
is taking place rather rapidly within the Chi-
nese communities across the U.S. Data from
the 2006 ACS show that while only 34.1 per-
cent of first generation (i.e. foreign-born) Chi-
nese Americans reported speaking ‘English
very well’, the percentages rise dramatically for
those who are American-born (i.e. second gen-
eration and beyond) or born overseas but
arrived in the U.S. before the age of 16 (i.e. the
1.5 generation). 70.4 percent of the 1.5 gener-
ation and 93.8 percent of the American-born
Chinese Americans reported speaking ‘English
very well’. Additionally, only about 27.6 per-
cent of the ABCs were estimated to speak their
heritage language at home. Taken together,
these estimates suggest that the rate of shift
from Chinese to English is accelerating. Jia
(2008) finds that even for first generation Chi-
nese Americans, their Chinese language skills
continue to decline with increasing English
immersion. Rapid language shift to English
means that many ABCs speak English as one of
their native languages, if not the only one. This
raises interesting sociolinguistic questions con-
cerning the characteristics of the English spo-
ken by ABCs and how ABCs utilize varieties of
English to construct and negotiate differences
with respect to each other and vis-à-vis the
larger social structure.

The absence of Chinese Americans
within American dialectology

Despite the increasing presence of Chinese
Americans in the U.S. and the rapid shift to 
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Table 1: Chinese population of the United
States and New York City, 1870 – 2000

1870 120 63,199 

1880 853 105,465 

1890 2,559 107,488

1900 6,321 89,863

1910 4,614 71,513 

1920 5,042 61,639

1930 8,414 74,954

1940 12,753 77,504

1950 18,998 117,629

1960 36,503 237,292 (Wan, 1978: 35)

1970 69,324 435,062 

1980 124,372 812,178 (Zhou, 1992: 84)

1990 238,919 1,645,472 (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 1990)

2000 357,243 2,432,585 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2000)

Year New York United
City States
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English among the American-born generations,
there exists very little work that examines the
phonetic and phonological characteristics of
English as spoken natively by Chinese Ameri-
cans (for an exception, see Hall-Lew, 2009).
This is in part because the English practices of
Chinese Americans do not fit the traditional dis-
tinctiveness-based approaches to American
English and ethnic minorities that focus on
describing those linguistic features that set the
English of an ethnic group apart from some
unmarked or standard norm, typically associ-
ated with the white majority (Bucholtz, 2004).
Members of Asian American groups who speak
English natively are considered by scholars and
speakers alike to not have an ethnically distinc-
tive variety of English. Instead, under the preva-
lent ‘model minority’ stereotype, American-
born Asians are often seen as linguistically and
culturally assimilated to, and therefore, non-
distinct from, middle-class white norms. First-
generation immigrants, on the other hand, are
assumed to speak English with a foreign accent.
Recent studies on the English practices of Asian
Americans have challenged these bifurcated
assumptions and have demonstrated that Asian
American youths, despite the absence of ethni-
cally distinctive English varieties, still exploit a
whole gamut of English resources for identity
construction (Bucholtz, 2004; Chun, 2001,
2004, 2009; Reyes, 2005; inter alia). These
resources range from the appropriation of
phonological, lexical and grammatical ele-
ments from African American English to the
adoption and/or the mocking of some stylized
foreigner’s accent associated with Asian immi-
grants. Focusing on the use of these non-main-
stream forms of English, this body of work
shows that Asian Americans do not necessarily
share the same social and ethnic orientation nor
desire to speak the ‘unmarked’ form of Ameri-
can English. In fact, even the notion of the
‘unmarked American English requires closer
scrutiny. As Benor (2010: 177 fn. 6) notes, the
‘unmarked’ form of American English can be
defined locally to incorporate regional dialect
features. NYC, for instance, is associated with
its own regional dialect. The ‘unmarked Ameri-
can English’ for many New Yorkers, including
Chinese Americans growing up in NYC, would
therefore contain local dialect features. Study-
ing the use of regional dialect features by Chi-
nese Americans in NYC, thus, offers a unique
opportunity to examine how regional features
of English may form a part of their sociolinguis-

tic repertoire and may be utilized by them to do
identity work. 

Early descriptions of English in New
York City

The English spoken in NYC and its surrounding
metropolitan area (hereafter New York City
English–NYCE) is perhaps one of the most rec-
ognizable regional dialects of American Eng-
lish. It has been extensively studied and
described in early dialectological works (Bab-
bit, 1896; Hubbell, 1950; Thomas, 1942; inter
alia). It is also the subject of Labov’s (1966)
landmark work, The Social Stratification of
English in New York City, which laid the foun-
dation of urban sociolinguistics. This early
work on NYCE was done at a time when immi-
gration from non-European countries to NYC
was at a low point and with the assumption
that immigrants of European descent assimi-
lated culturally and linguistically to the local
norms of the earlier settlers within a few gen-
erations. As a result, there was a bias in these
studies towards sampling only native English
speakers of European descent, ignoring speak-
ers of non-European stock. In his 1966 work,
for instance, Labov excluded the 26 percent
Puerto Rican and 3 percent Chinese residents
of the Lower East Side from his sample because
they were mostly non-native speakers of Eng-
lish (1966: 107). 

The monumental Atlas of North American
English (Labov, Ash & Boberg, 2006) continues
to sample native speakers of primarily Euro-
pean descent and views the strong presence of
ethnic minorities in ethnically diverse areas
such as NYC as problematic. The sampling
practice in these foundational studies means
that most descriptions of NYCE features to-date
could be interpreted as descriptions of ‘white’
(i.e., Italians, Jewish, Germans, Irish, Scandi-
navian, etc.) NYCE. Given the increasingly
complex ethnic make-up and the growing num-
ber of native English speakers of minority
descent in post-1965 NYC, recent researchers
on NYCE have begun to directly engage ethnic
diversity through investigating the use of NYCE
features by members of minority groups (see,
for example, Slomanson and Newman (2004)
on Latinos; Becker and Coggshall (2010) on
African Americans; Blake and Shousterman
(this issue) on West Indian Americans). In the
remainder of this paper, I will present some
findings on the use of NYCE features by a few
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second generation Chinese Americans in NYC
(Becker & Wong, 2009; Wong, 2007). These
findings show not only that there is intra-group
variation with regard to the use of these fea-
tures but also that such variation corresponds
to the differences in speakers’ ethnocultural
alignment as measured by their social network
and lifestyle orientation. 

NYCE features and their use by
American-born Chinese in New 
York City

NYCE features 
Existing work on NYCE describes a set of
phonological features that characterizes this
regional variety. These include: (1) non-rhotic-
ity (the dropping of post-vocalic /r/ in words
like fourth and floor); (2) the stopping of the
interdental fricatives in words like these and
those (such that they are produced as dese and
dose); (3) the splitting of the low front vowel
into two classes, tense /��/ (in bag, bad and
band) and lax /�/ in (back, bat and bang),
known in the literature as the split short-a sys-
tem (Labov et. al., 2006; Labov, 2007); and (4)
the maintenance of the distinction between the
low back vowels /ɔ/ (in caught, coffee and
Dawn) and /ɑ/ (in cot, copy and Don), some-
times referred to as the caught/cot distinction.
In conjunction with features (3) and (4), /��/
and /ɔ/ in NYCE are often produced with a
diphthongal property and with the tongue
raised towards the mid- or high- vowel regions
such that /�� / may merge with /e/ or even /i/
and /ɔ/ with /o/ or even /u/. For an r-less
speaker, then, the word bad may sound like
bared or even beard and the word law may
sound like lore or even lure. These features
concerning the vowel system of NYCE will be
the focus of the rest of this paper.

The vocalic features of NYCE show strong
ethnic association with New Yorkers of Italian
and Jewish descent. Labov (1966) finds that
Jewish New Yorkers produced the highest /ɔ/,
Italian New Yorkers the highest /�� /, and
African Americans did not participate in the
social and stylistic variation of these two vari-
ables. It is plausible that the traditional associ-
ations of these features with Jewish and Italian
New Yorkers may be reinterpreted by New
Yorkers of other ethnic backgrounds to index
other local meanings in addition to ethnicity,
such as marking identification with the main-

stream. They are therefore good candidates for
studying whether ABCs in NYC vary in their
use of these features as linguistic practices of
identity. 

Furthermore, these two features differ in
their phonological complexity and in their
interaction with other vowels. The traditional
NYCE split short-a system is conditioned by a
complex set of phonological, grammatical and
lexical constraints (Cohen, 1970; Labov, 2007),
making its acquisition rather difficult (Labov,
2007; Becker & Wong, 2009). The low back dis-
tinction, on the other hand, is not tied to a com-
plicated constraint set. Given their different
complexities, these features may not be equally
accessible to and manipulated by speakers in
their linguistic construction of identities. In
fact, the media and the general public appear to
be attuned more to the raising of /ɔ/ than to the
raising of /�� / as a sociolinguistic stereotype of
NYCE. The raising of /ɔ/ is more often exploited,
if not exaggerated, by actors to portray a New
York persona, such as the characters ‘Fran Fine’
in the sitcom The Nanny, ‘Carrie Heffernan’ in
The King of Queens or ‘Linda Richman’ from the
sketch comedy show Saturday Night Live. The
raising of /ɔ/ is also more often commented on
and represented by non-standard spelling in
different media platforms both online and in
print (e.g. dawg for ‘dog’ and tawk for ‘talk’).
The purpose of examining the use of these fea-
tures by ABCs in NYC is twofold. First and fore-
most, it allows us to determine if both features
are used by this group of minority speakers.
Second, it allows us to investigate intra-group
variation among ABCs in NYC in their use of
regional dialect resources and how such varia-
tion may be employed as linguistic practices for
identity construction.

Data
Data presented in this paper were drawn from
a sample of four female ABCs of Cantonese
descent. They were either born in NYC or
arrived in NYC before the age of three. They
ranged from 18 to 29 years old at the time of
the interview and varied in their levels of edu-
cation and occupation. Crucially, they spent
almost their entire lives, up to the time of data-
collection, in the New York Metropolitan area,
except for Beatrice1 and Doris who left NYC for
a few years for college. Table 2 summarizes the
social characteristics of the speakers. 

Three main kinds of data were collected and
analyzed from the speakers. Speech data were
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collected from one-on-one sociolinguistic inter-
views conducted by the author with each of the
speakers. About 1600 tokens containing the rel-
evant vowels (/��, �, ɔ, ɑ/) in stressed position
was extracted from the digitally-recorded inter-
views. The height and frontness of these vowels
were instrumentally measured and analyzed.
Other than speech data, information on speak-
ers’ social networks was gathered through a set
of name-elicitation questionnaires, adapted
from Kirke (2005). The questionnaires took
into consideration the frequency of interaction
between an informant and her ties, the pres-
ence of affective bonds, and the existence of
rewarding exchanges (Li Wei, 1994; Milroy,
1987). Data on speakers’ ethnic and cultural
orientations in lifestyle were also gathered.
Having a specific ‘lifestyle’, loosely defined to
include patterns of social relations, group affil-
iations, cultural and religious practices, enter-
tainment, and dress, implies a conscious or
unconscious choice of one set of behaviors over
another, linguistic practices included. A set of
two self-report questionnaires, adapted from
Tsai, Ying & Lee’s (2000) General Ethnicity
Questionnaire (American and Chinese abridged
versions), was used to gauge whether speakers
favored a more Chinese or American orientated
lifestyle. They were essentially two versions of
the same questionnaire, differing only in their
reference culture. The questionnaires covered
topics on speakers’ heritage language use, their
preference for ethnic food and music, and other
cultural practices. 

Results
Statistical tests were carried out to determine
whether these speakers produce the two NYCE
features and if so, whether there is intra-group
variation. Speakers’ scores on the network and
lifestyle questionnaires were also examined to
determine if different rates of use of the NYCE
features correspond to different social networks
and lifestyle orientations. The results show that

the English of ABC speakers does contain cer-
tain characteristics of NYCE, although speakers
do not produce the traditional NYCE in its
entirety. All four speakers continue to maintain
a distinction between the low back vowels in cot
and caught. Yet, none of them produce the tra-
ditional NYCE short-a split system. They do not
follow many phonological and lexical con-
straints that typically condition the complex
NYCE system. Instead, speakers produce what
appears to be a much leveled and phonologi-
cally predictable system: with tense /�� /
appearing before nasal consonants /m, n, ŋ/ (in
words like bam, band, Spanish and bang) and
lax /�/ in other environments. This system,
labeled the ‘nasal system’ by Labov (2007:
353), is often considered the default short-a
system in American English.

The most interesting result concerns the use
of raised /ɔ/ (i.e. saying dawg for ‘dog’ or tawk
for ‘talk’) by the four speakers. Importantly,
speakers vary in their rates of use of this stereo-
typical NYCE feature. Two speakers, Alice and
Candice, use raised /ɔ/ more frequently than
the other two speakers. This raises questions
concerning whether this intra-group difference
is correlated with social differences among
speakers. When looking at speakers’ social pro-
files in Table 2, it may be tempting to suggest
that the similarity between Alice and Candice
in using raised /ɔ/ more frequently could be
related to the fact that they are both from
Brooklyn. After all, prototypical NYCE features
are often dubbed Brooklynese by many mem-
bers of the general public. However, sociolin-
guists generally believe that the stereotype
Brooklynese is used to refer to working-class
NYCE, whether the speaker is a resident of
Brooklyn, the Bronx, or Queens (Labov et al.,
2006: 234). Geographic/borough differences
in and of themselves should not matter as
much as class differences. Interestingly, the
two raised /ɔ/ users and the two non-users do
not appear to be distinguished by social class
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Table 2: Speakers

Alice 22 NYC High school Real estate agent Brooklyn

Beatrice 23 Hong Kong Finishing college Accountant Queens

Candice 18 NYC College Student (Pre-law) Brooklyn

Doris 29 NYC Graduate school Business consultant Manhattan

Age Birthplace Education level Occupation Borough
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differences, as measured by their education
and occupation. The two raised /ɔ/ users, Alice
and Candice, differ in their education level and
occupation. The three speakers who received
or were receiving college education do not use
the feature to the same extent. 

While class differences do not seem to corre-
late with the variation in speakers’ use of
raised /ɔ/, the differences in speakers’ social
network and lifestyle orientation do. Informa-
tion on speakers’ social network gathered from
name-elicitation questionnaires were analyzed
in terms of their ethnic compositions. Each
speaker received an ethnic index (Li Wei,
1994: 117ff), which was essentially the ratio of
the number of non-Chinese ties to the number
of Chinese ties in a speaker’s social network.
An index above 1 indicates a non-Chinese
dominant network and an index below 1 indi-
cates a Chinese-dominant network. Speakers’
lifestyle orientation was analyzed based on
their responses to the lifestyle questionnaires.
Each informant received three lifestyle scores:
one for her orientation towards a Chinese
lifestyle, one for her orientation towards an
American lifestyle, and one for how she related
the two lifestyles (i.e. did she show a bias
towards one lifestyle or did she balance two
lifestyles?) (Tsai et al., 2000). The first two
scores were calculated based on the speaker’s
answer to the 27 questions on each question-
naire. The maximum score, 54, represents a
strong orientation towards a particular
lifestyle (27 questions × max. 2 points). The
minimal score, 0, represents a weak orienta-
tion towards that lifestyle. The third score, the
score of difference, was calculated by subtract-
ing the Chinese lifestyle score from the Ameri-
can lifestyle score. A positive score indicates a
bias towards an American lifestyle and a nega-

tive score indicates a bias towards a Chinese
lifestyle. Moreover, a score that gravitates
towards the two ends of ±54 indicates a more
unidimensional mode of lifestyle orientation
and a score closer to 0 suggests a more bal-
anced affiliation with both lifestyles. Table 3
summarizes the results on social network,
lifestyle orientation, and linguistic use. 

Concerning the linguistic practices, Table 3
reveals that not all NYCE features exhibit intra-
group variation. Speakers only vary in the use
of one NYCE feature, raised /ɔ/. Crucially, such
variation seems to be connected to their differ-
ent social networks and lifestyle orientations.
Both raised /ɔ/ users, Alice and Candice, have
non-Chinese dominant networks (with ethnic
indices above 1). Their non-Chinese ties are
predominantly Latino and European Ameri-
cans. This is in sharp contrast with the non-
users, Beatrice and Doris, who have
Chinese-dominant networks (with ethnic
indices below 1). The non-Chinese ties of Beat-
rice and Doris are primarily Asian Americans.
Turning to lifestyle orientation, while speakers
as a whole express a stronger orientation
towards an American lifestyle than a Chinese
lifestyle, they differ most significantly in their
score of difference. The two raised /ɔ/ users pat-
tern similarly and appear to show a more uni-
dimensional orientation towards an American
lifestyle, as seen by the greatest difference
between the two lifestyle scores. The non-
raised /ɔ/ users – Beatrice and, to a lesser
degree, Doris – show a more balanced lifestyle
orientation. 

Discussion

The correspondence between the differences in
speakers’ use of raised /ɔ/ and the differences 
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Table 3: NYCE features, social networks and lifestyle orientations

Linguistic Short -a split No No No No
features Low back distinction Yes Yes Yes Yes

/ɔ/-raising Yes Yes No No 

Social Social network index 3.5 3.5 0.8 0.5
network No. of Chinese ties 2 2 5 6

No. of non-Chinese ties 7 7 4 3

Lifestyle Difference 19 25 9 14
orientation Chinese-oriented 24 16 25 24 

American-oriented 43 41 34 38

Alice Candice Beatrice Doris
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in their self-reported social networks and
lifestyle orientations suggests the possibility
that this particular NYCE feature may be inter-
preted and utilized by ABC speakers as an index
of a locally-situated mainstream, non-Chinese,
identity. This identity is constructed through
interwoven webs of distinction in speakers’
lifestyle choices, social networks, and their use
of regional dialect features. The following piece
of ethnographic data gathered from the inter-
view with Candice, a raised /ɔ/ user, illustrates
how Candice aligns herself with reference to
multiple ethnic groups that are salient to her as
an ABC in NYC.

What I’ve noticed is that even though I’m
Chinese and she’s [Candice’s neighbor] Italian –
she’s like old school Italian – she sees me as
more toward her culture than she would see a
Jewish pers-, Orthodox Jewish person, or like a
black person, like a Hispanic person. I think it’s
more [because of my] demeanor, like how I talk
and the fact that I’m educated in a well-known
university. [...] People told me a lot of times
that I don’t sound Asian. […] Some people who
were born here still have a Chinese lingo. You
could hear it. Other people who are not Asian,
especially, could hear it sometimes that the
other person is not white. I’ve been accused of
sounding white so often. [...] Sometimes I’m
flattered because I didn’t speak the language
and here I am being able to fool people into
believing that I’m not Asian. But then,
sometimes I’m like, ‘What is wrong with you’,
you know?

In this excerpt, Candice set up an opposition
with herself and her ‘old school Italian’ neigh-
bor on one side, and other minority groups in
NYC (Black, Hispanic and Orthodox Jews) on
the other. Given that Jews are one of the major
ethnic groups that comprise NYC’s ‘white’
mainstream (along with Italians and Irish), it is
perhaps not trivial that Candice, when setting
up the opposition, self-corrected herself from
the more general label ‘Jewish’ to the more
religiously and culturally specific label ‘Ortho-
dox Jews’. Candice’s self-correction highlights
the distinction she was making between the
culturally marked minorities and the
unmarked ‘white’ mainstream with which she
aligned herself. Candice authenticated her
claim to the ‘mainstream’ by referencing the
validation she received from her Italian neigh-
bor and other people ‘who are not Asian’. Cru-
cially, Candice justified her perceived
‘whiteness’ by linking it to the way she talks:
her ‘sounding white’ sets her apart from other

Chinese Americans with ‘a Chinese lingo’. Her
closer alignment with the white mainstream
and dissociation from Chinese/Asian Ameri-
cans is reflected in her social network and
lifestyle orientation. 

Candice’s positioning of herself within the
social space contrasts sharply with that of
Doris, who did not use raised /ɔ/:

I am proud of my heritage, very proud of my
roots here in New York and especially in
Chinatown. [I’m] taking those roots and
bringing [them sic.] to the next level. Knowing
Chinese and hanging out with Chinese people
and having a Chinese network allows me to
build connections to people who are in Hong
Kong and China. I want to kind of put myself
there in the next couple of years. So I wanted to
stay within the Chinese circle I guess, given that
everything that is going on in the business
world are around China.

The excerpt from Doris makes it clear that she
associated herself with the Chinese commu-
nity. Her ethnic alignment is also matched by
her social network and lifestyle orientation.
Importantly, Doris expressed an intention to
leave NYC and aspired to be geographically
mobile. 

Given the differences between Candice and
Doris in how they positioned themselves within
the larger ethnocultural landscape of NYC, it is
perhaps not surprising that Candice favors the
use of raised /ɔ/, the stereotypical NYCE fea-
ture, while Doris does not. The congruence
between speakers’ use of raised /ɔ/, their social
networks and life orientations displayed in
Table 3 suggests that raised /ɔ/ may be inter-
preted by ABC speakers to be an index of NYC’s
mainstream ‘white’ ethnic groups. The social
meaning of this linguistic feature enables
speakers to use this feature to negotiate and
index their positions within a complex system
of distinctions, thereby constructing their iden-
tities (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Irvine, 2001). 

While the findings presented in this paper
are based on a small sample, they nevertheless
underscore the fluidity and variation that char-
acterize not only the English of ABCs in NYC
but also their identities. Crucially, the results
suggest the need to critically and empirically
evaluate the traditional assumption that ABCs
and other Asian American groups inevitably
assimilate to some unmarked mainstream
American English. Situating the construct of
the ‘unmarked American English’ locally by ref-
erencing local dialect features, these findings
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reveal that ABCs in NYC do not produce all of
the NYCE features. The NYCE low back distinc-
tion is more successfully produced by the ABC
speakers than the traditional split short-a sys-
tem. In addition, different members of the
group produce the local feature of raised /ɔ/ to
varying degrees, and such variation appears to
correlate with speakers’ self-reported social
networks and lifestyle orientations. Future
work that combines quantitative analysis with
more context-based ethnographic methodol-
ogy will surely present a more nuanced picture
of the use of English by this ethnic minority
group and their identity practices. �

Note

1 All the names used are pseudonyms. 

References

Babbit, E. 1896. ‘The language of the lower classes in
New York City and vicinity.’ Dialect Notes, 1,
457–64.

Becker, K. & Coggshall, E. 2010. ‘The vowel
phonologies of African American and white New
York City residents.’ In M. Yaeger-Dror & E. Thomas
(eds.), African American English Speakers and Their
Participation in Local Sound Changes: A Comparative
Study (Publication of the American Dialect Society,
Volume 94, Number 1). Durham: Duke University
Press, pp. 101–27.

Becker, K. & Wong, A. 2009. ‘The short-a system of
New York City English: An update.’ University of
Pennsylvania Working Papers in Linguistics, 15(2),
Article 3. Online at <http://repository.upenn.
edu/pwpl/vol15/iss2/3> (Accessed May 20, 2010).

Benor, S. 2010. ‘Ethnolinguistic repertoire: Shifting the
analytic focus in language and ethnicity.’ Journal of
Sociolinguistics, 14(2), 159–83.

Bucholtz, M. 2004. ‘Styles and stereotypes: The
linguistic negotiation of identity among Laotian
American youth.’ Pragmatics, 14, 127–47.

—. & Hall, K. 2005. ‘Identity and interaction: A
sociocultural linguistic approach.’ Discourse Studies,
7, 585–614.

Chao, T. 1997. Chinese Heritage Community Language
Schools in the United States (ERIC Digest).
Washington, D.C.: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Languages and Linguistics.

Chun, E. 2001. ‘The construction of White, Black, and
Korean American identities through African
American Vernacular English.’ Journal of Linguistic
Anthropology, 11, 52–64.

—. 2004. ‘Ideologies of legitimate mockery: Margaret
Cho’s revoicings of mock Asian.’ Pragmatics, 14,
263–89.

—. 2009. ‘Speaking like Asian immigrants:
Intersections of accommodation and mocking at a
U.S. high school.’ Pragmatics, 19, 17–38.

Cohen, P. 1970. ‘The tensing and raising of short [a] in
the metropolitan area of New York City.’

Unpublished MA Thesis. New York: Columbia
University.

Hall-Lew, L. 2009. ‘Ethnicity and phonetic variation in
a San Francisco neighborhood.’ Unpublished PhD
dissertation. Palo Alto: Stanford University.

Hubbell, A. 1950. The Pronunciation of English in New
York City: Consonants and Vowels. New York: King’s
Crown Press.

Irvine, J. 2001. ‘ “Style” as distinctiveness: THE culture
and ideology of linguistic differentiation.’ In P.
Eckert & J. Rickford (eds.), Style and Sociolinguistic
Variation. Cambridge: University Press, pp. 21–43.

Jia, G. 2008. ‘Heritage language development,
maintenance, and attrition among recent Chinese
immigrants in New York City.’ In A. He & Y. Xiao
(eds.), Chinese as a Heritage Language: Fostering
Rooted World Citizenry. Honolulu: University of
Hawai’i, National Foreign Language Resource
Center, pp. 189–203.

Kirke, K. 2005. ‘When there’s more than one
norm-enforcement mechanism: Accommodation and
shift among Irish immigrants to New York City.’
University of Pennsylvania Working Papers in
Linguistics, 11(2), 1–12.

Labov, W. 1966. The Social Stratification of English in
New York City. Washington, DC: Center for Applied
Linguistics.

—. 2007. ‘Transmission and diffusion.’ Language, 83,
344–87.

—., Ash, S. & Boberg, C. 2006. The Atlas of North
American English. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Li Wei. 1994. Three Generations, Two Languages, One
Family: Language Choice and Language Shift in a
Chinese Community in Britain. Clevedon, Avon [UK]
and Philadelphia: Multilingual Matters.

Milroy, L. 1987. Language and Social Networks. Oxford
and New York: Blackwell.

Reyes, A. 2005. ‘Appropriation of African American
slang by Asian American youth.’ Journal of
Sociolinguistics, 9(4), 509–32.

Shinagawa, L. & Kim, D. 2008. A Portrait of Chinese
Americans. Washington, DC and College Park, MD:
Organization of Chinese Americans and Asian
American Studies Program, University of Maryland.

Slomanson, P. & Newman, M. 2004. ‘Peer group
identification and variation in New York Latino
English laterals.’ English World-Wide, 25, 199–216.

Thomas, C. 1942. ‘Pronunciation in downstate New
York.’ American Speech, 17(1), 30–41.

Tsai, J., Ying, Y. & Lee, P. 2000. ‘The meaning of
“being Chinese” and “being American”: Variation
among Chinese American young adults.’ Journal of
Cross-Cultural Psychology, 31, 302–32.

U.S. Census Bureau. 1990. Online at
<http://www.census.gov/ main/www/
cen1990.html> (Accessed May 4, 2010)

—. 2000. Online at <http://www.census.gov/main/
www/ cen2000.html> (Accessed May 4, 2010)

—. 2006. American Community Survey.
<http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/DatasetMain
PageServlet?_program=ACS>

Wan, E. 1978. ‘The dynamics of ethnicity: A case study

10 ENGLISH TODAY 103    September 2010

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078410000167 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078410000167


NEW YORK CITY ENGLISH AND SECOND GENERATION CHINESE AMERICANS 11

on the immigrant community of New York
Chinatown.’ Unpublished PhD dissertation. Stony
Brook: State University of New York. 

Wong, A. 2007. ‘Two vernacular features in the English
of four American-born Chinese.’ University of
Pennsylvania Working Papers in Linguistics, 13(2),
217–30.

Yuan, D. 1974. ‘Social consequences of recent changes
in the demographic structure of New York
Chinatown.’ Phylon, 35(2), 156–64.

Zhou, M. 1992. Chinatown: The Socioeconomic
Potential of an Urban Enclave. Philadelphia: Temple
University Press.

English Around 
the World
An Introduction

Edgar W. Schneider
The global spread of English has had widespread

linguistic, social and cultural implications, affecting the

lives of millions of people around the world. This textbook provides a lively and

accessible introduction to world Englishes, describing varieties used in places as

broad-ranging as America, Jamaica, Australia, Africa and Asia, and setting them

within their historical and social contexts. Students are guided through the material

with chapter previews and summaries, maps, timelines, lists of key terms, discussion

questions and exercises, and a comprehensive glossary, helping them to understand,

analyse and compare different varieties of English, and apply descriptive

terminology. The book is accompanied by a useful web site, containing textual and

audio examples of the varieties introduced in the text, and links to related sources

of interest. Providing essential knowledge and skills for those embarking on the

study of world Englishes, this is set to become the leading introduction to the

subject.

Series: Cambridge Introductions to the English Language

247 x 174mm | 280 pages

Hardback | c.£45.00 | 9780521888462

Paperback | c.£15.99 | 9780521716581  December

www.cambridge.org

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078410000167 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078410000167


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


