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Purnell, Idsardi, 
and Baugh (1999) 
found solid 
evidence for 
dialect 
discrimination



Is Auditorily Based Discrimination 
Possible? 





This original study convinced linguists 
that we can hear race in a voice.

Purnell et al. (1999)



The Fair Housing Act 
 Revised 1968

It is unlawful to refuse to sell, rent to, or negotiate with any 
person because of their inclusion in a protected class. 



Dialect Discrimination Happens in 
A Moment



 ZERO Cases of Dialect Discrimination 
have Been Brought to Trial 
Under the Fair Housing Act



ZERO Cases of 
Dialect Discrimination 
have Been Brought 
Under the Fair 
Housing Act

❖ Believed you have to see 
someone to establish protected 
class membership



Establish a 
Predictable Link 
between Features 
of Voice and 
Social Identity.

❖ Address this burden of proof 
issue

❖ Give a plaintiff's attorney 
ammunition



Variation in 
speech is useful to 
listeners

❖ Organize newly 
encountered 
variants
➢ Use talker-specific 

information
➢ Socially informative 

phonetic information
Ladefoged & Broadbent, 1957; Nygaard & 
Pisoni, 1998; Niedzielski, 1999; Hay & Drager 
2006; Sumner, Kim, King, and McGowan, 2013; 
McGowan, 2015; Wright & McGowan 2018



Variation in 
speech is useful to 
listeners

❖ Accurate 
demographic 
classifications with 
limited phonetic 
input 
➢ age, gender, 

sexuality, raceMack & Munson, 2010; Walker & Hay, 2011; 
Johnson, 2005; Staum-Cassanto 2008; 
Scharinger et al. 2010



Is Auditorily Based Discrimination 
Possible? 



Definitely Yes. 



Method 
Updates

❖ Typical 
Matched-Guise
➢ Vary sound patterns

➢ Hold words and 
sentence-level features 
identical throughout and 
across



New Guisecraft
(Say it. It is fun to say!)

❖ Traditional guisecraft is 
detrimental when measuring 
authentic identification. 
➢ People in the wild aren’t 

discriminating in controlled 
settings.



Three Dialects

❖ African American

❖ *Standard American

❖ Southern American



Three Dialects

❖ African American

❖ Mainstream American

❖ Southern American



Guises
Guise 1

Guise 2

Guise 3

http://phonetics.as.uky.edu/sounds/baugh/AAVE.wav
http://phonetics.as.uky.edu/sounds/baugh/Southern.wav
http://phonetics.as.uky.edu/sounds/baugh/SE.wav


Rating
Identification and Attitude

❖ N=35 on Amazon’s MTurk
❖ Identify race and region and 

ask how many distinct 
speakers were heard 

❖ Gather initial attitudinal 
impressions



Respondents heard three different Kelly Wrights

African American Standard American Southern American

89%
Correct

89%
Correct

97%
Correct



Don’t sound Poor, sound Rich



Sound more Educated



Sound more Trustworthy



Calling Property Managers



MAP SLIDE!



What are some qualities you find 
appealing in a potential tenant?



‘"Appealing" isn't really part of the process. All 
qualified applicants are accepted if units are 
available.” 



“I don't expect people to come dressed for a job 
interview, but that is essentially the first step.”



“Be well spoken and considerate on the phone”



So...
In sum, data to come. 

★ People accurately hear 
dialect

★ People make 
judgements about 
someone from their voice 
alone

★ Property owners care 
about how you sound 
when you call



Unconscious dialect knowledge affects 
real people’s chances of finding the 
home they want



Many Non-Standard speakers cannot 
move fluidly between their voices. 



Sounding Non-Standard 
is not about ignorance or laziness.



All Language Systems are Equally 
Complex and Rule-Based



Give Victims of Dialect Discrimination 
Empirical, Linguistic Evidence 
to Bring Before the Courts
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African 
American 
A Black Speaker

The leading regions of this guise 
were South at 28.6% and East 
Coast at 22.9%.



*Standard 
American
A White Speaker

The leading regions of this guise 
were East coast at 17.4%, West 
coast at 17.4%, and Northeast at
14.3%.



Southern 
American
A White Speaker

The leading region was south, at 
71.4% South.

Additionally, there was one vote 
each, 2.8%, for Alabama, Texas, 
Georgia, and Arkansas.



Results
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