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1 Introduction 

I n the s t u d y o f e t h n i c d i a l e c t i n the h i s t o r y of E n g l i s h , n o d i a l e c t has r e c e i v e d 
m o r e a t t e n t i o n t h a n A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n E n g l i s h . It i s b y f a r the m o s t s c r u t i n i z e d 
d i a l e c t of A m e r i c a n E n g l i s h ( S c h n e i d e r , 1996), a n d h a s n o w b e c o m e w i d e l y -
r e c o g n i z e d t h r o u g h o u t the E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g w o r l d . W i t h i n the las t s e v e r a l 
d e c a d e s , it h a s g o n e t h r o u g h a n u m b e r o f n a m e c h a n g e s , w h i c h i n c l u d e 
Negro Dialect, Nonstandard Negro English, Black English, Black English Vernacular, 
Afro-American English, African American (Vernacular) English, African American 
Language, a n d Ebonics. T o s o m e ex tent , these n a m e c h a n g e s s i m p l y h a v e b e e n 
a l i g n e d w i t h c h a n g e s i n n a m i n g p r a c t i c e s r e l a t e d to t h e c l a s s i f i c a t i o n of black-
A m e r i c a n s , b u t t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e g o e s d e e p e r t h a n that ; i n fact , t h e y o f t e n 
re la te t o u n d e r l y i n g i s s u e s of r a c i a l p o l i t i c s a n d e t h n i c i d e o l o g i e s i n A m e r i c a n 
s o c i e t y . T h o u g h m o s t p o p u l a r l y r e f e r r e d to n o w as E b o n i c s , t h a n k s t o a w i d e l y 
p u b l i c i z e d a n d h i g h l y c o n t r o v e r s i a l S c h o o l B o a r d r e s o l u t i o n a d o p t e d i n 
O a k l a n d , C a l i f o r n i a , i n the la te 1990s, m o s t l i n g u i s t s p r e f e r t e r m s s u c h as 
A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n E n g l i s h ( A A E ) o r A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n L a n g u a g e b e c a u s e of 
the s t r o n g e m o t i o n a l r e a c t i o n s a n d r a c i s t p a r o d i e s s o m e t i m e s e n g e n d e r e d b y 
the u s e of the t e r m E b o n i c s . 

T h e l i t e r a t u r e o n A A E is v a s t , a n d c o v e r s a f u l l r a n g e o f i s s u e s - f r o m A A E ' s 
o r i g i n a n d e a r l y d e v e l o p m e n t to i ts c u r r e n t s o c i a l c a p i t a l a n d e d u c a t i o n a l v u l n e r ­
a b i l i t y . Its c o n t r o v e r s i a l n a t u r e is r o o t e d i n the fact t h a t the l a n g u a g e o f b l a c k 
A m e r i c a n s h a s s e r v e d as a p r o x y f o r w i d e r s o c i a l a n d p o l i t i c a l i s s u e s r e l a t e d to 
the n e g o t i a t i o n of r a c i a l c a t e g o r i e s a n d e t h n i c i d e n t i t i e s . T h i s c h a p t e r , h o w e v e r , 
is l i m i t e d to the l i n g u i s t i c i s s u e s r e l a t e d to A A E , i n c l u d i n g i ts d e s c r i p t i v e b a s e , 
i ts g e n e s i s a n d e a r l y d e v e l o p m e n t , a n d its c u r r e n t p a t h of c h a n g e . 
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2 The Descriptive Base of A A E 

T h e d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s of A A E a m o n g the v e r n a c u l a r d i a l e c t s o f A m e r i c a n 
E n g l i s h is a n o n g o i n g c o n t r o v e r s y , t h o u g h t h e r e is l i t t l e d i s p u t e t h a t A A E 
d i f f e r s s i g n i f i c a n t l y f r o m b e n c h m a r k E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n v e r n a c u l a r v a r i e t i e s 
i n m o s t n o n - S o u t h e r n , u r b a n c o n t e x t s . G i v e n a r a n d o m l y s e l e c t e d set o f a u d i o -
r e c o r d i n g s w h o s e c o n t e n t c o n t a i n s n o c u l t u r a l l y i d e n t i f y i n g m a t e r i a l , l i s t e n e r s 
c a n a c c u r a t e l y i d e n t i f y A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p e a k e r s a p p r o x i m a t e l y 80 p e r c e n t 
o f the t i m e ( G r a f f , L a b o v , a n d H a r r i s , 1986; S h u y , B a r a t z , a n d W o l f r a m , 1969; 
T h o m a s , 2002; T h o m a s a n d R e a s e r , f o r t h c o m i n g ) . D e t e r m i n i n g t h e p e r c e p t u a l 
b a s i s of t h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , h o w e v e r , i s n o t n e a r l y as s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d as m a k ­
i n g the e t h n i c c l a s s i f i c a t i o n . L i n g u i s t i c a l l y , d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s of l a n g u a g e o r g a n ­
i z a t i o n m a y be i n v o l v e d , r a n g i n g f r o m m i n u t e s e g m e n t a l a n d s u p r a s e g m e n t a l 
p h o n e t i c d e t a i l s ( T h o m a s , 2002) to g e n e r a l i z e d d i s c o u r s e s t r a t e g i e s a n d c o n ­
v e r s a t i o n a l r o u t i n e s ( S m i t h e r m a n , 1977). S o c i a l l y , d e m o g r a p h i c f a c t o r s s u c h 
as s ta tus , r e g i o n , a n d l e v e l of e d u c a t i o n a f fec t l i s t e n e r s ' p e r c e p t i o n s of e t h n i c 
i d e n t i t y , as d o i n t e r a c t i o n a l f a c t o r s s u c h as i n t e r l o c u t o r s a n d s p e e c h s e t t i n g . 
G i v e n the a r r a y of l i n g u i s t i c , s o c i a l , a n d p e r s o n a l v a r i a b l e s i n i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 
e x p e r i m e n t s , d i f f e r e n t s t u d i e s m a y , i n fact , s h o w a w i d e r a n g e of r e l i a b l e 
e t h n i c i d e n t i f i c a t i o n . T h u s , t h e e t h n i c i t y of s o m e A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p e a k e r s i n 
c e r t a i n c o n t e x t s m a y b e i d e n t i f i e d c o r r e c t l y less t h a n 5 p e r c e n t of the t i m e 
w h i l e o t h e r s p e a k e r s are c o r r e c t l y i d e n t i f i e d m o r e t h a n 95 p e r c e n t o f the t i m e 
( T h o m a s a n d R e a s e r , f o r t h c o m i n g ) . 

R e g i o n , s ta tus , a n d o t h e r s o c i o c u l t u r a l a t t r i b u t e s are a l s o i m p o r t a n t i n d e t e r ­
m i n i n g the s t r u c t u r a l r e l a t i o n s h i p of A A E to c o m p a r a b l e E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n 
v e r n a c u l a r v a r i e t i e s . A A E is r o o t e d h i s t o r i c a l l y i n S o u t h e r n - b a s e d , r u r a l v a r i e ­
t ies , so it is s t r u c t u r a l l y m o r e s i m i l a r to these v a r i e t i e s t h a n it is t o i ts N o r t h e r n 
v e r n a c u l a r c o u n t e r p a r t s , b u t the d e v e l o p m e n t o f A A E i n t o a r e c o g n i z e d s o c i o ­
c u l t u r a l v a r i e t y i n the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y h a s b e c o m e s t r o n g l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 
i ts u s e i n n o n - S o u t h e r n , u r b a n a reas . 

T h o u g h the r e l a t i o n s h i p of A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n a n d E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n s p e e c h 
i s s t i l l n o t t o t a l l y r e s o l v e d a f ter s e v e r a l d e c a d e s of h e a t e d d e b a t e , s o m e agree ­
m e n t is e m e r g i n g . F o l l o w i n g i s a p a r t i a l l i s t o f p r o m i n e n t p h o n o l o g i c a l a n d 
g r a m m a t i c a l f e a t u r e s of A A E f r o m W o l f r a m a n d S c h i l l i n g - E s t e s (2006) t h a t are 
m o s t l i k e l y to d i f f e r e n t i a t e A A E f r o m c o m p a r a b l e E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n v e r ­
n a c u l a r v a r i e t i e s . M o r e e x t e n s i v e l i s t s of the p h o n o l o g i c a l a n d m o r p h o s y n t a c t i c 
t ra i t s of A A E ( B a i l e y , 2 0 0 1 ; B a i l e y a n d T h o m a s , 1998; C u k o r - A v i l a , 2001 ; F a s o l d 
a n d W o l f r a m , 1970; G r e e n , 2002 ; L a b o v , 1972 ; L a b o v et a l . , 1968; R i c k f o r d , 
1999; T h o m a s , 2 0 0 1 ; W o l f r a m , 1994) m a y i n c l u d e d o z e n s of p h o n o l o g i c a l a n d 
g r a m m a t i c a l s t r u c t u r e s . I n a d d i t i o n , the re are f e a t u r e s o n o t h e r l i n g u i s t i c 
l e v e l s , i n c l u d i n g p r o s o d i c a n d p r a g m a t i c f e a t u r e s , b u t these h a v e n o t y e t b e e n 
d e s c r i b e d i n n e a r l y t h e s a m e d e t a i l as p h o n o l o g y a n d m o r p h o s y n t a x . 
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S o m e D i s t i n g u i s h i n g F e a t u r e s o f A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n E n g l i s h 

( f r o m W o l f r a m a n d S c h i l l i n g - E s t e s , 2006) 

h a b i t u a l be f o r i n t e r m i t t e n t a c t i v i t y : 
e .g . Sometimes mi/ ears be itching. 

She don't be usually be there. 
a b s e n c e of c o p u l a f o r c o n t r a c t e d f o r m s of is a n d arc: 

e .g . She nice. 

They acting all strange. 
p r e s e n t tense , t h i r d - p e r s o n -s a b s e n c e : 

e .g . she -walk for s te walks 
she raise for she raises 

p o s s e s s i v e -s absence : 

e .g . man_ hat f o r man's hat 
jack_ car f o r Jack's car 

g e n e r a l p l u r a l -s absence : 
e .g. a lot of time for a lot of times 

some dog for some dogs 
r e m o t e t i m e s t ressed been to m a r k a state o r a c t i o n that b e g a n a l o n g time-
a g o a n d is s t i l l r e l e v a n t : 

e .g . You been paid your dues a iong time ago. 
J been known him a long time. 

s i m p l e p a s t tense had + V e r b : 
e .g . They had went outside and then they had messed up the yard. 

Yesterday, she had fixed the bike and had rode it to school 
ain't f o r didn't: 

e .g . He ain't go there yesterday. 
He ain't do it. 

r e d u c t i o n o f f i n a l c o n s o n a n t c l u s t e r s w h e n f o l l o w e d b y a w o r d b e g i n n i n g 

w i t h a v o w e l : 
e .g . lif up for lift up 

bus' up for bust up 
skr f o r s i r i n i t i a l c l u s t e r s : 

e .g . skreet for street 
skraight f o r straight 

u s e of [f] a n d [v] f o r f i n a l th: 
e .g . toof f o r tooth 

smoov f o r smooth 

E v e n w i t h t h i s r e s t r i c t e d l i s t , there are i m p o r t a n t q u a l i f i c a t i o n s . I n s o m e cases , 
it i s a p a r t i c u l a r aspec t of the p h o n o l o g i c a l o r g r a m m a t i c a l p a t t e r n r a t h e r t h a n 
the g e n e r a l r u l e that is u n i q u e to A A E . T h u s , c o n s o n a n t c l u s t e r r e d u c t i o n is 
w i d e s p r e a d i n E n g l i s h , b u t i n m o s t v a r i e t i e s i t o n l y a p p l i e s w h e n the c l u s t e r i s 
f o l l o w e d b y a c o n s o n a n t (e .g . , fees' kind) rather t h a n w h e n f o l l o w e d b y a v o w e l 
(fees' en'). S i m i l a r l y , w e a l s o f i n d p l u r a l -s a b s e n c e i n s o m e S o u t h e r n E u r o p e a n 
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A m e r i c a n v a r i e t i e s ( M o n t g o m e r y a n d H a l l , 2004; W o l t r a m , 2003a) , b u t o n l y 
o n q u a n t i f i e d m e a s u r e n o u n s (e.g. , four mile, five pound). In o t h e r cases , the 
d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n the p a t t e r n i n g of a f e a t u r e i n A A E a n d i n a b e n c h m a r k 
E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n v e r n a c u l a r v a r i e t y i n v o l v e s a s i g n i f i c a n t q u a n t i t a t i v e 
d i f f e r e n c e r a t h e r t h a n a q u a l i t a t i v e o n e . F o r e x a m p l e , t h e absence of the v e r b 
be f o r c o n t r a c t e d f o r m s of are (e .g. , you ugly f o r you're ugly) is f o u n d a m o n g 
S o u t h e r n E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n v e r n a c u l a r s p e a k e r s , b u t it is n o t n e a r l y as 
f r e q u e n t as it is i n A A E ( C u k o r - A v i l a , 2 0 0 1 ; W o l f r a m , 1974). 

D e b a t e o v e r the g r o u p - e x c l u s i v e n e s s o f s o m e A A E s t r u c t u r e s c o n t i n u e s 
d e s p i t e c a r e f u l s t u d y of t h e p r e s e n t s t a t u s of A A E i n r e l a t i o n to o t h e r v a r i e t i e s . 
R e s e a r c h b y B a i l e y a n d Basset t (1986) a n d M o n t g o m e r y a n d M i s h o e (1999), f o r 
e x a m p l e , s h o w s that f i n i t e be (e.g. , / be there; They be doing it) is f o u n d i n b o t h 
E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n a n d A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n v a r i e t i e s , t h o u g h i ts s e m a n t i c ref­
e r e n c e is n o t i d e n t i c a l . A t the s a m e t i m e , o t h e r i n v e s t i g a t o r s h a v e s u g g e s t e d 
that there are a d d i t i o n a l f o r m s that are u n i q u e . F o r e x a m p l e , L a b o v (1998) 
s u g g e s t s that a m o n g the c o n s t r u c t i o n s o v e r l o o k e d i n e a r l i e r d e s c r i p t i o n s of 
A A E is r e s u l t a t i v e be done, a s e q u e n c e of be a n d done t o g e t h e r i n s e n t e n c e s s u c h 
as If you love your enemy, they be done cat you alive in this society; i n these t y p e s 
of sentences it i n d i c a t e s a p o t e n t i a l a c t i o n o r c o n d i t i o n that w i l l l e a d to s o m e 
i n e v i t a b l e r e s u l t . 

T h e r e are a l s o s t r u c t u r e s i n A A E that a p p e a r o n the s u r f a c e to be v e r y m u c h 
l i k e those i n o t h e r d i a l e c t s of E n g l i s h b u t t u r n o u t , u p o n c l o s e r i n s p e c t i o n , to 
h a v e uses o r m e a n i n g s that are u n i q u e . T h e s e t y p e s of s t r u c t u r e s a re c a l l e d 
camouflaged forms b e c a u s e t h e y b e a r s u r f a c e r e s e m b l a n c e to c o n s t r u c t i o n s f o u n d 
i n o t h e r v a r i e t i e s of E n g l i s h , b u t t h e y are u s e d d i f f e r e n t l y . O n e of these c a m ­
o u f l a g e d c o n s t r u c t i o n s i s the f o r m come i n a c o n s t r u c t i o n w i t h a n -ing v e r b , as 
i n She come acting like she was real mad. T h i s s t r u c t u r e l o o k s l i k e t h e c o m m o n 
E n g l i s h u s e of the m o t i o n v e r b conic i n s t r u c t u r e s l i k e She came running, b u t 
r e s e a r c h i n d i c a t e s that it a c t u a l l y h a s a s p e c i a l u s e as a k i n d of v e r b a u x i l i a r y 
i n d i c a t i n g a n n o y a n c e o r i n d i g n a t i o n o n the p a r t of the s p e a k e r ( S p e a r s , 1982). 
T h e s p e c i a l i z e d m e a n i n g of i n d i g n a t i o n is a p p a r e n t l y u n i q u e to A A E . O t h e r 
c a m o u f l a g e d f o r m s i n c l u d e the p r o g r e s s i v e u s e of steady i n They be steady 
running ( B a u g h , 1984), the use of call oneself w i t h v e r b +ing c o n s t r u c t i o n s s u c h 
as They call themselves dancing ( W o l f r a m , 1994), a n d the u s e of ain't tor didn't i n 
He ain't know nothing ( L a b o v et a l . , 1968). 

T h o u g h it is p o s s i b l e to c o m p a r e s t r u c t u r e s u s e d b y E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n 
a n d A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p e a k e r s o n a n i t e m - b y - i t e m b a s i s , the p i c t u r e that 
e m e r g e s f r o m t h i s a p p r o a c h d o e s n o t f u l l y r e p r e s e n t the t r u e r e l a t i o n s h i p 
b e t w e e n A A E a n d o t h e r v a r i e t i e s . T h e u n i q u e n e s s of A A E l ies m o r e i n the 
p a r t i c u l a r c o m b i n a t i o n o f s t r u c t u r e s that m a k e u p the d i a l e c t t h a n it d o e s i n a 
r e s t r i c t e d set of p o t e n t i a l l y u n i q u e s t r u c t u r e s . It i s the c o - o c c u r r e n c e o f g r a m ­
m a t i c a l s t r u c t u r e s s u c h as the a b s e n c e o f v a r i o u s s u f f i x e s ( p o s s e s s i v e , t h i r d -
p e r s o n s i n g u l a r , p l u r a l -s), a b s e n c e o f c o p u l a be, u s e o f h a b i t u a l be, a n d so 
f o r t h , a l o n g w i t h a set of p h o n o l o g i c a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s s u c h as c o n s o n a n t c l u s t e r 
r e d u c t i o n , f i n a l [f] f o r th (e .g . , baf tor bath), p o s t v o c a l i c r - l e s s n e s s , a n d s o f o r t h , 
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that best d e f i n e s the v a r i e t y , r a t h e r t h a n the s u b s e t o f u n i q u e fea tures . S t u d i e s 
of l i s t e n e r p e r c e p t i o n s o f e t h n i c i d e n t i t y c e r t a i n l y s u p p o r t the c o n t e n t i o n 
that A A E is d i s t i n c t f r o m c o m p a r a b l e E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n v e r n a c u l a r s , b u t 
r e s e a r c h e r s are s t i l l i n v e s t i g a t i n g h o w to s o r t o u t the p r e c i s e p o i n t s of t h i s 
d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n . R e c e n t e x p e r i m e n t a l i n v e s t i g a t i o n b y T h o m a s a n d R e a s e r 
( f o r t h c o m i n g ) s u g g e s t s that p h o n e t i c d i f f e r e n c e s r a t h e r t h a n g r a m m a t i c a l d i f ­
f e r e n c e s , i n c l u d i n g d i f f e r e n c e s i n v o w e l p r o n u n c i a t i o n a n d v o i c e q u a l i t y , 
m a y h a v e as m u c h to d o w i t h the p e r c e p t u a l d e t e r m i n a t i o n of e t h n i c i t y as 
d i f f e r e n c e s i n g r a m m a t i c a l s t r u c t u r e s . 

U p to t h i s p o i n t , w e h a v e d i s c u s s e d A A E as i f i t w e r e a u n i t a r y v a r i e t y i n 
d i f f e r e n t r e g i o n s of the U n i t e d States. W e m u s t , h o w e v e r , a d m i t r e g i o n a l v a r i ­
a t i o n i n A A E , just as w e h a v e to a d m i t r e g i o n a l v a r i a t i o n w i t h i n v e r n a c u l a r 
E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n v a r i e t i e s . C e r t a i n l y , s o m e of t h e N o r t h e r n m e t r o p o l i t a n 
v e r s i o n s o f A A E are d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e f r o m s o m e of t h e S o u t h e r n r u r a l v e r s i o n s , 
a n d S o u t h A t l a n t i c c o a s t a l v a r i e t i e s a r e d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h o s e f o u n d i n the G u l f 
r e g i o n . W h i l e a d m i t t i n g these r e g i o n a l v a r i a t i o n s , it i s a l s o i m p o r t a n t to p o i n t 
o u t that o n e of the m o s t n o t e w o r t h y a s p e c t s of A A E is the c o m m o n set of 
f e a t u r e s s h a r e d across d i f f e r e n t r e g i o n s . F e a t u r e s s u c h as h a b i t u a l be, c o p u l a 
a b s e n c e , i n f l e c t i o n a l -s a b s e n c e , a m o n g a n u m b e r o f o t h e r g r a m m a t i c a l a n d 
p h o n o l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e s , a re f o u n d i n l o c a t i o n s as d i s t a n t as L o s A n g e l e s , C a l i ­
f o r n i a ; N e w H a v e n , C o n n e c t i c u t ; A u s t i n , T e x a s ; a n d M e a d v i l l e , M i s s i s s i p p i , 
c u t t i n g a c r o s s b o t h u r b a n a n d r u r a l se t t ings . T h e f o u n d a t i o n of a c o r e set of 
A A E f e a t u r e s , r e g a r d l e s s o f w h e r e i t h a s b e e n s t u d i e d i n the U n i t e d States , 
a t tests to the s t r o n g e t h n i c a s s o c i a t i o n a n d t r a n s - r e g i o n a l d i m e n s i o n of t h i s 
l a n g u a g e v a r i e t y . 

3 The Origin and Early Development of A A E 

H y p o t h e s e s a b o u t the o r i g i n a n d e a r l y d e v e l o p m e n t of A A E h a v e n o w g o n e 
t h r o u g h s e v e r a l p a r a d i g m a t i c s h i f t s . F o u r p r i m a r y h y p o t h e s e s , i n the f o l l o w ­
i n g c h r o n o l o g i c a l s e q u e n c e , h a v e e m e r g e d o v e r the p a s t h a l f c e n t u r y : the 
A n g l i c i s t H y p o t h e s i s , the C r e o l i s t H y p o t h e s i s , the N e o - A n g l i c i s t H y p o t h e s i s , 
a n d t h e S u b s t r a t e H y p o t h e s i s . C o n t r o v e r s y a b o u t these p o s i t i o n s h a s n o t 
s u b s i d e d , t h o u g h m o s t of the c o n t r o v e r s y n o w s e e m s to be c e n t e r e d o n t h e l a s t 
t w o o p t i o n s . 

T h e A n g l i c i s t H y p o t h e s i s w a s i n i t i a l l y p r o p o s e d b y p r o m i n e n t A m e r i c a n 
d i a l e c t o l o g i s t s s u c h as H a n s K u r a t h (1949) a n d R a v e n M c D a v i d ( M c D a v i d a n d 
M c D a v i d , 1951) i n the m i d - t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , b a s e d o n e x t e n s i v e s u r v e y s of 
r e g i o n a l E n g l i s h u n d e r t h e aeg is o f the L i n g u i s t i c A t l a s of the U n i t e d States 
a n d C a n a d a . T h o u g h t h e r e w e r e r e l a t i v e l y f e w A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s i n c l u d e d i n 
t h e s e s u r v e y s , it a p p e a r e d t h a t o l d e r b l a c k a n d w h i t e s p e a k e r s i n t e r v i e w e d i n 
t h e 1930s a n d 1940s s h a r e d m a n y of the s a m e r e g i o n a l f e a t u r e s . O n t h i s b a s i s , 
A m e r i c a n d i a l e c t o l o g i s t s c o n c l u d e d that A A E c o u l d b e t r a c e d to t h e s a m e 
s o u r c e s as e a r l i e r E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n d i a l e c t s , t h e d i a l e c t s of E n g l i s h s p o k e n 
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i n the B r i t i s h Isles. A c c o r d i n g to t h i s h i s t o r i c a l s c e n a r i o , s laves b r o u g h t a n u m b e r 
of d i f f e r e n t A f r i c a n l a n g u a g e s w i t h t h e m w h e n t h e y w e r e t r a n s p o r t e d , b u t 
o v e r the c o u r s e of a c o u p l e of g e n e r a t i o n s these w e r e r e p l a c e d b y t h e E n g l i s h 
v a r i e t i e s s p o k e n b y t h e i r r e g i o n a l c o h o r t s , w i t h o n l y a f e w m i n o r t races of t h e 
a n c e s t r a l l a n g u a g e s r e m a i n i n g . A s K u r a t h (1949: 6 ) p u t i t , " B y a n d l a r g e t h e 
S o u t h e r n N e g r o s p e a k s the l a n g u a g e o f the w h i t e m a n of his l o c a l i t y o r area 
a n d o f h i s e d u c a t i o n . " 

U n d e r t h i s v i e w p o i n t , d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n a n d E u r o p e a n 
A m e r i c a n v a r i e t i e s that c o u l d n o t be e x p l a i n e d o n the bas i s o f r e g i o n a l a n d 
s o c i a l f ac tors w e r e a t t r i b u t e d to the p r e s e r v a t i o n of e a r l i e r B r i t i s h d i a l e c t 
fea tures . T h e p u r s u i t of h i s t o r i c a l e v i d e n c e to s u p p o r t th is p o s i t i o n i n v o l v e d 
the s c r u t i n y of e a r l i e r E n g l i s h v a r i e t i e s i n t h e B r i t i s h Isles for f e a t u r e s s i m i l a r 
to t h o s e f o u n d i n A A E , a l o n g w i t h a s e a r c h f o r s o c i o h i s t o n c a l facts t h a t w o u l d 
l i n k s p e a k e r s o f these d o n o r d i a l e c t s w i t h p e o p l e o f A f r i c a n d e s c e n t i n N o r t h 
A m e r i c a . 

T h e A n g l i c i s t H y p o t h e s i s w a s the p r e v a i l i n g p o s i t i o n o n the o r i g i n o f A A E 
u n t i l the m i d - 1 9 6 0 s a n d 1970s, w h e n t h e C r e o l i s t H y p o t h e s i s e m e r g e d . 
A c c o r d i n g to t h i s h y p o t h e s i s , A A E d e v e l o p e d f r o m a Creole l a n g u a g e that w a s 
f a i r l y w i d e s p r e a d i n the a n t e b e l l u m S o u t h ( B a i l e y , 1965: S t e w a r t , 1967 , 1968; 
D i l l a r d , 1972). T h i s Creole w a s n o t u n i q u e t o t h e m a i n l a n d S o u t h ; i t s h o w e d a 
n u m b e r o f s i m i l a r i t i e s to w e l l - k n o w n E n g l i s h - b a s e d Creoles i n t h e A f r i c a n 
d i a s p o r a , s u c h as K r i o , s p o k e n t o d a y i n S i e r r a L e o n e a l o n g the c o a s t of W e s t 
A f r i c a , as w e l l as E n g l i s h - b a s e d Creoles of t h e C a r i b b e a n , s u c h as t h o s e s p o k e n 
i n B a r b a d o s a n d J a m a i c a . C r e o l i s t s m a i n t a i n t h a t the v e s t i g e s o f the p r o t o -
c r e o l e that g a v e r i s e to A A E c a n b e f o u n d i n G u l i a h , the Creole s t i l l s p o k e n b y 
s o m e A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s i n the Sea I s l a n d s o f f t h e coast of S o u t h C a r o l i n a a n d 
G e o r g i a . It i s m a i n t a i n e d that t h i s Creole w a s f a i r l y w i d e s p r e a d a m o n g p e o p l e 
o f A f r i c a n d e s c e n t o n S o u t h e r n p l a n t a t i o n s b u t w a s n o t s p o k e n to a n y e x t e n t 
b y w h i t e s . A s S t e w a r t (1968: 3) p u t i t , " N e g r o s l a v e s w h o c o n s t i t u t e d t h e f i e l d 
l a b o r f o r c e o n N o r t h A m e r i c a n p l a n t a t i o n s u p to the m i d - n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y , 
e v e n m a n y w h o w e r e b o r n i n the N e w W o r l d s p o k e a v a r i e t y o f E n g l i s h w h i c h 
w a s i n fact a t r u e Creole l a n g u a g e - d i f f e r i n g m a r k e d l y i n g r a m m a t i c a l s t r u c ­
t u r e f r o m t h o s e E n g l i s h d i a l e c t s w h i c h w e r e b r o u g h t d i r e c t l y f r o m G r e a t 
B r i t a i n . " A l t h o u g h n o t a l l A A E r e s e a r c h e r s a c c e p t e d s u c h a s t r o n g i n t e r p r e ­
t a t i o n o f the C r e o l i s t H y p o t h e s i s d u r i n g t h e 1970s a n d 1980s, m a n y a c c e p t e d 
s o m e v e r s i o n o f i t . A s F a s o l d (1981: 164) n o t e d , " t h e c r e o l e h y p o t h e s i s s e e m s 
m o s t l i k e l y to b e c o r r e c t , b u t i t i s c e r t a i n l y n o t s o w e l l e s t a b l i s h e d as D i l l a r d 
(1972), f o r e x a m p l e , w o u l d h a v e u s to b e l i e v e . " 

C o n t a c t w i t h o t h e r d i a l e c t s i n the U S e v e n t u a l l y l e d t h i s Creole l a n g u a g e to 
be m o d i f i e d , a c c o r d i n g to the h y p o t h e s i s , so that it b e c a m e m o r e c l o s e l y a l i g n e d 
w i t h o t h e r v a r i e t i e s o f E n g l i s h i n t h e p r o c e s s o f d e c r e o l i z a t i o n , w h e r e b y Creole 
f e a t u r e s are g r a d u a l l y r e p l a c e d b y n o n - c r e o l e f e a t u r e s . H o w e v e r , t h i s p r o c e s s 
w a s n e i t h e r i n s t a n t a n e o u s n o r c o m p l e t e ( F a s o l d , 1976), so t h a t t h e v e s t i g e s of 
i t s Creole p r e d e c e s s o r m a y s t i l l b e p r e s e n t i n m o d e r n A A E . F o r e x a m p l e , c o p u l a 
a b s e n c e (e.g. , You ugly) i s a w e l l - k n o w n t r a i t o f Creole l a n g u a g e s , s o o n e m i g h t 
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m a i n t a i n tha t the p r e s e n t - d a y e x i s t e n c e of c o p u l a a b s e n c e i n A A E is a v e s t i g e 
of i t s Creole o r i g i n . S i m i l a r a r g u m e n t s h a v e b e e n m a d e f o r v a r i o u s t y p e s of 
i n f l e c t i o n a l -s absence (e.g., M a r y go_; Mary_ hat) ( W m f o r d , 1997, 1998), as w e l l 
as p h o n o l o g i c a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s s u c h as c o n s o n a n t c l u s t e r r e d u c t i o n ( W o l f r a m , 
C h i l d s , a n d T o r b e r t , 2000). B o t h the l i n g u i s t i c a n d s o c i a l h i s t o r y of b l a c k s in 
the a n t e b e l l u m S o u t h h a v e b e e n c i t e d i n s u p p o r t f o r the Creole o r i g i n of A A E . 
J. L . D i l l a r d ' s b o o k Black English: Its History and Usage in the United States (1972) 
w a s q u i t e i n f l u e n t i a l i n p r o m o t i n g the C r e o l i s t H y p o t h e s i s , a l t h o u g h c u r r e n t 
c r e o l i s t s ( R i c k f o r d , 1999; W i n f o r d , 1997, 1998) h a v e n o w e n g a g e d i n m u c h 
m o r e r i g o r o u s and d e t a i l e d q u a n t i t a t i v e a n a l y s i s i n s u p p o r t for t h i s h y p o ­
thes is t h a n that o r i g i n a l l y o f f e r e d b y D i l l a r d . 

S e v e r a l n e w t y p e s of d a t a s u r f a c e d i n the 1980s that called the C r e o l i s t 
H y p o t h e s i s i n t o q u e s t i o n . N e w w r i t t e n datase ts i n c l u d e d the w r i t t e n r e c o r d s 
o f e x - s l a v e s , s u c h as the e x t e n s i v e set of ex-s lave n a r r a t i v e s c o l l e c t e d u n d e r the 
W o r k s P r o j e c t A d m i n i s t r a t i o n ( W P A ) ( B a i l e y , M a y n o r , a n d C u k o r - A v i l a , 1991; 
S c h n e i d e r , 1989, 1996) i n the 1930s; let ters w r i t t e n b y s e m i l i t e r a t e ex-s laves i n 
the m i d - 1 8 0 0 s ( M o n t g o m e r y a n d F u l l e r , 1996; M o n t g o m e r y , F u l l e r , a n d 
D e M a r s e , 1993); a n d o t h e r s p e c i a l i z e d c o l l e c t i o n s of texts , s u c h as the H y a t t 
texts - a n e x t e n s i v e set of i n t e r v i e w s c o n d u c t e d w i t h b l a c k p r a c t i t i o n e r s of 
v o o d o o i n the 1930s ( E w e r s , 1996; H y a t t , 1 9 7 0 - 8 ) . A l l of these r e c o r d s p o i n t e d 
t o w a r d the c o n c l u s i o n that e a r l i e r A A E w a s not n e a r l y as d i s t i n c t f r o m 
p o s t c o l o m a l E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n E n g l i s h var ie t i e s as w o u l d h a v e been p r e d i c t e d 
u n d e r the C r e o l i s t H y p o t h e s i s . A l i m i t e d set o f a u d i o r e c o r d i n g s of ex-s laves 
c o n d u c t e d as a p a r t o f the W P A i n the 1930s ( B a i l e y et a l . , 1991) a l so s e e m e d to 
s u p p o r t t h i s c o n t e n t i o n . 

A d i f f e r e n t t y p e of d a t a o f f e r e d i n o p p o s i t i o n to the C r e o l T s : H y p o t h e s i s 
c o m e s f r o m the e x a m i n a t i o n of the v a r i e t i e s of E n g l i s h s p o k e n b v b l a c k 
e x p a t r i a t e s . F o r e x a m p l e , i n the 1820s a g r o u p of b l a c k s m i g r a t e d f r o m 
P h i l a d e l p h i a . P e n n s y l v a n i a , to the p e n i n s u l a of S a m a n a i n the D o m i n i c a n 
R e p u b l i c , w h e r e t h e i r d e s c e n d a n t s c o n t i n u e to l i v e in r e l a t i v e i s o l a t i o n a n d 
m a i n t a i n a r e l i c v a r i e t y of E n g l i s h ( P o p i a c k a n d S a n k o f f , 1987; P o p l a c k a n d 
T a g l i a m o n t e , 1989, 1991, 2001). A s i g n i f i c a n t p o p u l a t i o n o f A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s 
a l s o m i g r a t e d f r o m the U n i t e d States to C a n a d a in the e a r l y 1800s, a n d s o m e 
of t h e i r d e s c e n d a n t s h a v e p r e s e r v e d a l i f e of r e l a t i v e i s o l a t i o n in N o v a S c o t i a . 
T h e e x a m i n a t i o n of the E n g l i s h v a r i e t i e s s p o k e n b y b l a c k s in these areas b y 
P o p l a c k a n d T a g l i a m o n t e ( P o p l a c k , 1999; P o p l a c k a n d T a g l i a m o n t e , 1991, 1994, 
2001) i n d i c a t e s that these i n s u l a r v a r i e t i e s w e r e q u i t e s i m i l a r to e a r l i e r 
E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n v a r i e t i e s r a t h e r t h a n a p r e s u m e d Creole p r e d e c e s s o r , t h u s 
c a s t i n g d o u b t on the C r e o l e H y p o t h e s i s . 

C l o s e s c r u t i n y of the s o c i o h i s t o r i c a l s i t u a t i o n a n d d e m o g r a p h i c s of the a n t e ­
b e l l u m S o u t h ( M u f w e n e , 199b, 2001) h a s i n d i c a t e d f u r t h e r that the d i s t r i b u t i o n 
o f s l a v e s in the S o u t h e a s t e r n P l a n t a t i o n r e g i o n of the U S w a s n o t p a r t i c u l a r l y 
a d v a n t a g e o u s to the p e r p e t u a t i o n of a w i d e s p r e a d P l a n t a t i o n C r e o l e , as h a d b e e n 
p o s t u l a t e d b y ear l i e r c reo l i s t s . I n fact, the vast m a j o r i t y of s l a v e s l i v e d on s m a l l e r 
f a r m s w i t h just a f e w s l a v e s p e r h o u s e h o l d r a t h e r t h a n on the l a r g e , s p r a w l i n g 
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p l a n t a t i o n s w i t h l a r g e n u m b e r s o f s l a v e s that a re s o m e t i m e s p i c t u r e d i n p o p u ­
l a r p o r t r a y a l s of the a n t e b e l l u m S o u t h . I n fact , o v e r 80 p e r c e n t of a l l s l a v e s 
w e r e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h f a m i l i e s that h a d f e w e r t h a n f i v e s l a v e s p e r h o u s e h o l d . 

T h e N e o - A n g l i c i s t H y p o t h e s i s is l i k e the A n g l i c i s t H y p o t h e s i s i n m a i n t a i n ­
i n g that e a r l i e r , p o s t c o l o n i a l A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p e e c h w a s d i r e c t l v l i n k e d 
to the e a r l y B r i t i s h d i a l e c t s b r o u g h t to N o r t h A m e r i c a . H o w e v e r , the N e o -
A n g l i c i s t p o s i t i o n a c k n o w l e d g e s that A A E has s i n c e d i v e r g e d s o that it is n o w 
q u i t e d i s t i n c t f r o m c o n t e m p o r a r y E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n v e r n a c u l a r s p e e c h . 
P o p l a c k (1999: 27) asserts that " A A V E ( A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n V e r n a c u l a r E n g l i s h ] 
o r i g i n a t e d as E n g l i s h , b u t as the A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n c o m m u n i t y s o l i d i f i e d , it 
i n n o v a t e d s p e c i f i c f e a t u r e s " so that " c o n t e m p o r a r y A A V E is the r e s u l t o f e v o ­
l u t i o n , b y its o w n u n i q u e , i n t e r n a l l o g i c . " 

D i s p u t e s a b o u t the N e o - A n g l i c i s t H y p o t h e s i s c e n t e r o n the n a t u r e o f the 
e a r l i e r l a n g u a g e c o n t a c t s i t u a t i o n b e t w e e n A f r i c a n s a n d E u r o p e a n s a n d the 
g e n e r a l s o c i o h i s t o r i c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s tha t f r a m e d the s p e e c h of e a r l i e r A f r i c a n 
A m e r i c a n s ( R i c k f o r d , 1997 , 1999; S i n g l e r , 1998a, 1998b; W i n f o r d , 1997, 1998) . 
R e s e a r c h o n l o n g - t e r m , h i s t o r i c a l l y i s o l a t e d e n c l a v e c o m m u n i t i e s o f A f r i c a n 
A m e r i c a n s i n c o a s t a l N o r t h C a r o l i n a ( W o l f r a m a n d T h o m a s , 2002) a n d i n 
A p p a l a c h i a ( M a l l i n s o n a n d W o l f r a m , 2002 ; C h i l d s a n d M a l l i n s o n , f o r t h c o m ­
i n g ; M a l l i n s o n a n d C h i l d s , f o r t h c o m i n g ) , f o r e x a m p l e , s u g g e s t s tha t e a r l i e r 
A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p e e c h i n s o m e r e g i o n s c o n v e r g e d to a l a r g e e x t e n t w i t h 
l o c a l i z e d v a r i e t i e s of E n g l i s h s p o k e n b y t h e i r E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n c o u n t e r ­
p a r t s . In th is r e s p e c t , t h e d a t a a p p e a r to s u p p o r t the t r a d i t i o n a l A n g l i c i s t 
a n d N e o - A n g l i c i s t h y p o t h e s e s . B u t t h e r e is a l s o e v i d e n c e f o r a d u r a b l e 
e t h n o l i n g u i s t i c d i v i d e t h a t is n o t g e n e r a l l y a c k n o w l e d g e d u n d e r the A n g l i c i s t 
o r N e o - A n g l i c i s t p o s i t i o n s , g i v i n g r ise to the S u b s t r a t e H y p o t h e s i s ( W o l f r a m 
a n d T h o m a s , 2002; W o l f r a m , 2003b) . S o m e of the p e r s i s t e n t d i f f e r e n c e s m a y b e 
a t t r i b u t e d to s u b t l e b u t e n d u r i n g i n f l u e n c e f r o m e a r l y c o n t a c t b e t w e e n 
A f r i c a n s a n d E u r o p e a n s . F o r e x a m p l e , s t r u c t u r e s v u l n e r a b l e to m o d i f i c a t i o n 
a n d l o s s d u r i n g l a n g u a g e c o n t a c t s i t u a t i o n s , s u c h as i n f l e c t i o n a l -s o n t h i r d -
p e r s o n v e r b s (e .g. , She go), the c o p u l a (e.g. , He ugly), a n d w o r d - f i n a l c o n s o n a n t 
c l u s t e r s (e.g., lif up f o r lift up), d i s t i n g u i s h e d e a r l i e r A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p e e c h 
f r o m that of its r e g i o n a l E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n c o u n t e r p a r t s . F u r t h e r m o r e , these 
t ra i t s p e r s i s t to t h i s d a y , d e s p i t e s i m i l a r i t i e s a c r o s s v a r i e t i e s w i t h r e s p e c t to 
o t h e r d i a l e c t f e a t u r e s . I n b r i e f , t h e S u b s t r a t e H y p o t h e s i s m a i n t a i n s t h a t e v e n 
t h o u g h e a r l i e r A A E m a y h a v e i n c o r p o r a t e d m a n y r e g i o n a l d i a l e c t f e a t u r e s , 
e n d u r i n g s u b s t r a t e e f fec ts h a v e c o n s i s t e n t l y d i s t i n g u i s h e d it f r o m o t h e r v a r i ­
e t ies of A m e r i c a n E n g l i s h ( W o l f r a m a n d T h o m a s , 2002 ; W o l f r a m , 2003b) . I n 
t h i s respect , the p o s i t i o n d i f f e r s f r o m the N e o - A n g l i c i s t p o s i t i o n , w h i c h a r g u e s 
tha t e a r l i e r A A E w a s i d e n t i c a l to e a r l i e r E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n E n g l i s h . 

C u r r e n t e v i d e n c e s u g g e s t s m o r e r e g i o n a l i n f l u e n c e f r o m E n g l i s h s p e a k e r s 
t h a n a s s u m e d u n d e r t h e C r e o l i s t H y p o t h e s i s a n d m o r e d u r a b l e e f fects f r o m 
e a r l y l a n g u a g e c o n t a c t s i t u a t i o n s t h a n a s s u m e d u n d e r the A n g l i c i s t p o s i t i o n s , 
b u t the i s s u e of r e g i o n a l a c c o m m o d a t i o n a n d s u b s t r a t e i n f l u e n c e c o n t i n u e s to 
be d e b a t e d . G i v e n the l i m i t a t i o n s o f d a t a , the d i f f e r e n t l o c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s 
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u n d e r w h i c h A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s l i v e d i n the a n t e b e l l u m S o u t h , a n d the h i s ­
t o r i c a l t i m e - d e p t h i n v o l v e d , ther e w i l l p r o b a b l y a l w a y s b e s p e c u l a t i o n a b o u t 
the o r i g i n a n d e a r l i e r d e v e l o p m e n t of A A E . 

4 The Development of Contemporary A A E 

Q u e s t i o n s a b o u t the p r e s e n t - d a y d e v e l o p m e n t of A A E h a v e n o w b e c o m e as 
c o n t r o v e r s i a l as i t s e a r l i e r h i s t o r y . T h o u g h it m i g h t be a s s u m e d that A A E has 
g r a d u a l l y b e e n c o n v e r g i n g w i t h o t h e r d i a l e c t s of E n g l i s h i n the c e n t u r y a n d 
a h a l f s i n c e the C i v i l W a r , t h i s v i e w has b e e n s t r o n g l y c h a l l e n g e d . B a s e d 
o n r e s e a r c h c o n d u c t e d b y L a b o v a n d h i s c o l l e a g u e s i n P h i l a d e l p h i a i n the 
m i d - 1 9 8 0 s ( L a b o v , 1985, 1987; L a b o v a n d H a r r i s , 1986) a n d B a i l e y a n d h i s 
c o l l e a g u e s ( B a i l e y , 1987; B a i l e y a n d M a y n o r , 1987, 1989), it w a s c o n c l u d e d 
that A A E is a c t u a l l y d i v e r g i n g f r o m r a t h e r t h a n c o n v e r g i n g w i t h s u r r o u n d i n g 
v e r n a c u l a r s . A s L a b o v (1985: 1) p u t i t , " t h e i r [i.e., A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n r e s i d e n t s 
o f P h i l a d e l p h i a ] s p e e c h p a t t e r n is d e v e l o p i n g i n i ts o w n d i r e c t i o n a n d b e c o m ­
i n g m o r e d i f f e r e n t f r o m the s p e e c h of w h i t e s i n the s a m e c o m m u n i t i e s . " S t u d ­
ies of u r b a n A A E i n the last c o u p l e of d e c a d e s s e e m to s u p p o r t the c o n t e n t i o n 
that s o m e A A E s t r u c t u r e s are i n t e n s i f y i n g r a t h e r t h a n r e c e d i n g a n d that n e w 
s t r u c t u r e s are d e v e l o p i n g ( B a i l e y , 2001; C u k o r - A v i l a , 2001 ; D a y t o n , 1996; L a b o v , 
1998). F o r e x a m p l e , the u s e o f h a b i t u a l be i n s e n t e n c e s s u c h as Sometimes they 
be playing games s e e m s to b e e s c a l a t i n g , to the p o i n t o f b e c o m i n g a s t e r e o t y p e 
o f A A E . S i m i l a r ! } ' , the n a r r a t i v e u s e o f tire a u x i l i a r y had w i t h a p a s t o r p e r f e c t 
f o r m o f the v e r b to i n d i c a t e a s i m p l e pas t tense a c t i o n , as i n They had went 
outside and then they had messed up the yard, s e e m s h a v e a r i s e n m o r e r e c e n t l y 
a n d to b e o n the i n c r e a s e as w e l l ( C u k o r - A v i l a , 2001 ; R i c k f o r d a n d T h e b e r g e -
R a f a l , 1996; R o s s , O e t t i n g , a n d S t a p l e t o n , 2004). 

T h e s o c i o l o g i c a l f o u n d a t i o n f o r the s o - c a l l e d d i v e r g e n c e h y p o t h e s i s w a s b a s e d 
o n t h e s o c i a l a n d e c o n o m i c p l i g h t of l o w e r - c l a s s A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s - r a c i a l 
i s o l a t i o n b r o u g h t a b o u t b y i n c r e a s i n g d e f a c t o s e g r e g a t i o n a n d a w i d e n i n g 
s o c i o - e c o n o m i c g a p b e t w e e n m a i n s t r e a m A m e r i c a n s o c i e t y a n d l o w e r - c l a s s 
m i n o r i t y g r o u p s . P e r h a p s m o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n p o p u l a t i o n d e m o g r a p h i c s , 
h o w e v e r , is the e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f c o n t e m p o r a r y c u l t u r a l a n d l a n g u a g e n o r m s 
r e l a t e d to A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n y o u t h c u l t u r e that a re i n o p p o s i t i o n to t h o s e 
f o u n d i n m a i n s t r e a m w h i t e c u l t u r e . T h e center of A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n y o u t h 
c u l t u r e t o d a y is p r i m a r i l y u r b a n , a n d m a n y m o d e l s f o r b e h a v i o r , i n c l u d i n g 
l a n g u a g e , s e e m to r a d i a t e o u t w a r d f r o m these u r b a n c u l t u r a l cen ters . 

D u r i n g the la t ter h a l f of the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , a c o u p l e of n o t e w o r t h y 
s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c t r e n d s h a v e t a k e n p l a c e w i t h r e s p e c t to A A E . F i r s t , t h i s 
v a r i e t y h a s t a k e n o n a n e t h n i c s i g n i f i c a n c e that t r a n s c e n d s i t s r e g i o n a l 
c o n t e x t . T h e r e has a l s o b e e n a g r o w i n g sense of e t h n i c i d e n t i t y a s s o c i a t e d 
w i t h A A E o v e r the p a s t h a l f - c e n t u r y . T h i s sense o f i d e n t i t y is b o l s t e r e d 
t h r o u g h a v a r i e t y of i n f o r m a l a n d f o r m a l s o c i a l m e c h a n i s m s that r a n g e f r o m 
c o m m u n i t y - b a s e d s o c i a l n e t w o r k s to s t e r e o t y p i c a l m e d i a p r o j e c t i o n s o f 
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A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p e e c h ( L i p p i - G r e e n , 1997) . P a r t of w h a t it m e a n s to s p e a k 
A A E is n o t o n l y the u s e o f f e a t u r e s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h i t , b u t the a v o i d a n c e of 
f e a t u r e s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h r e g i o n a l a n d s t a n d a r d " w h i t e s p e e c h . " F o r d h a m a n d 
O g b u (1986) n o t e that the a d o p t i o n o f S t a n d a r d E n g l i s h is at the t o p of the 
i n v e n t o r y of p r o m i n e n t b e h a v i o r s l i s t e d b y h i g h s c h o o l s t u d e n t s as " a c t i n g 
w h i t e . " E t h n i c i d e n t i t y n o t o n l y c o n c e r n s t h e r e l a t i o n s , b e h a v i o r s , p r a c t i c e s , 
a n d a t t i t u d e s of A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s t h e m s e l v e s b u t a l s o s o - c a l l e d o p p o s i t i o n a l 
i d e n t i t y - i n o t h e r w o r d s , h o w A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p o s i t i o n t h e m s e l v e s w i t h 
respect to w h i t e s o c i e t y . 

T h e q u e s t i o n o f c h a n g e i n A A E h a s b e e n a d d r e s s e d i n recent y e a r s b y e x a m ­
i n i n g a r a n g e of s m a l l , r u r a l S o u t h e r n c o m m u n i t i e s ( C a r p e n t e r a n d H i l l i a r d , 
2003; C h i l d s a n d M a l l i n s o n , f o r t h c o m i n g ; C u k o r - A v i l a , 2001 ; M a l l i n s o n a n d 
C h i l d s , f o r t h c o m i n g ; M a l l i n s o n a n d W o l f r a m , 2002 ; W o l f r a m a n d T h o m a s . 
2002) to c o m p l e m e n t the e a r l i e r s t u d y o f A A E f o c u s e d o n l a r g e , u r b a n n o n -
S o u t h e r n areas ( B a u g h , 1983; Fasold," 1972; L a b o v , 1972; L a b o v et a l . , 1968; 
L e g u m et a l . , 1971 ; W o l f r a m , 1969). C o m p a r a t i v e s t u d i e s of d i f f e r e n t s m a l l 
S o u t h e r n c o m m u n i t i e s s h o w s e v e r a l d i f f e r e n t t ra j ec tor ies r a t h e r t h a n a u n i t a r y 
p a t h of c h a n g e . I n the case of o n e c o m m u n i t y , H y d e C o u n t y , a h i s t o r i c a l l y 
i s o l a t e d c o m m u n i t y of a p p r o x i m a t e l y 2 ,000 A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n r e s i d e n t s i n 
c o a s t a l N o r t h C a r o l i n a , w e f i n d the m o v e m e n t o f A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p e e c h 
t o w a r d a m o r e s u p r a - r e g i o n a l n o r m ( W o l f r a m a n d T h o m a s , 2002; W o l f r a m , 
2003b) . E l d e r l y A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s , w h o t r a v e l e d l i t t l e o u t s i d e of the r e g i o n , 
a d o p t e d m a n y of the d i s t i n c t i v e d i a l e c t t r a i t s o f the E u r o p e a n A m e r i c a n 
d i a l e c t o f the r e g i o n w h i l e m a i n t a i n i n g a c o r e set o f A A E f e a t u r e s . O v e r t i m e , 
h o w e v e r , c o r e A A E f e a t u r e s a n d l o c a l d i a l e c t f e a t u r e s h a v e s h o w n a m i r r o r 
i m a g e i n t e r m s of c h a n g e . O l d e r s p e a k e r s s h o w m o d e r a t e l e v e l s o f c o r e A A E 
f e a t u r e s a n d e x t e n s i v e l o c a l d i a l e c t a c c o m m o d a t i o n , w h i l e y o u n g e r s p e a k e r s 
s h o w a p r o g r e s s i v e i n c r e a s e i n A A E f e a t u r e s a n d a c o r r e s p o n d i n g l o s s o f l o c a l 
d i a l e c t s t r u c t u r e s . T h e t ra j e c t o ry of c h a n g e w i t h r e s p e c t to the l o c a l , O u t e r 
B a n k s d i a l e c t f e a t u r e s a n d the core A A E f e a t u r e i n the s p e e c h of A f r i c a n 
A m e r i c a n s of d i f f e r e n t g e n e r a t i o n a l g r o u p s i n t h e a r e a , b a s e d o n o u r a n a l y s i s 
of a n u m b e r of r e p r e s e n t a t i v e fea tures , i s p l o t t e d i n F i g u r e 19.1 ( W o l f r a m a n d 
T h o m a s , 2002: 200) . S p e a k e r s are d i v i d e d i n t o g e n e r a t i o n a l g r o u p s b a s e d o n 
f o u r i m p o r t a n t s o c i o h i s t o r i c a l p e r i o d s : s p e a k e r s w h o w e r e b o r n a n d r a i s e d i n 
the e a r l y t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y u p t h r o u g h W o r l d W a r I; s p e a k e r s b o r n a n d r a i s e d 
b e t w e e n W o r l d W a r I a n d s c h o o l i n t e g r a t i o n i n the late 1960s; s p e a k e r s 
w h o l i v e d t h r o u g h the e a r l y p e r i o d of s c h o o l i n t e g r a t i o n as a d o l e s c e n t s ; a n d 
s p e a k e r s w h o w e r e b o r n a n d r a i s e d a f ter l e g a l i z e d i n s t i t u t i o n a l i n t e g r a t i o n . 

F r o m o n e p e r s p e c t i v e , t h e p a t h of c h a n g e i n d i c a t e d i n F i g u r e 19.1 r e v e a l s 
the l i m i t e d l i n g u i s t i c e f fec ts of i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y m a n d a t e d i n t e g r a t i o n . F r o m 
a d i f f e r e n t v a n t a g e p o i n t , h o w e v e r , it i n d i c a t e s t h e g r o w i n g c o n s c i o u s n e s s of 
the r o l e of l a n g u a g e i n t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f e t h n i c i d e n t i t y , e v e n i n t h e face 
of s o c i o p o l i t i c a l p r e s s u r e a n d l e g a l m a n d a t e s to i n t e g r a t e . T r a d i t i o n a l r u r a l 
d i a l e c t s l i k e t h o s e s p o k e n o n the coas t o f N o r t h C a r o l i n a n o w c a r r y s t r o n g 
a s s o c i a t i o n s of w h i t e , r u r a l s p e e c h . In fact , y o u n g e r A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s d e s c r i b e 
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F igure 19.1 Trajectory of language change tor A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s in H y d e C o u n t y 
(adapted from W o l f r a m and T h o m a s , 2002: 200) 

the s p e e c h of o l d e r H y d e C o u n t y A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s as " s o u n d i n g c o u n t r y " 
a n d b e i n g " m o r e w h i t e " t h a n the s p e e c h of v o u n g e r A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s . 
Y o u n g e r s p e a k e r s w h o i d e n t i f y s t r o n g l y w i t h A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n c u l t u r e c o n t r a 
" w h i t e c u l t u r e " w o u l d t h e r e f o r e be i n c l i n e d to c h a n g e t h e i r s p e e c h t o w a r d the 
m o r e g e n e r a l i z e d v e r s i o n of A A E - a n d a w a y f r o m the l o c a l i z e d d i a l e c t n o r m . 
A n e s s e n t i a l i n g r e d i e n t of the c o n t e m p o r a r y s u p r a - r e g i o n a l n o r m f o r A A E is 
t h u s the h e i g h t e n e d s y m b o l i c r o l e of l a n g u a g e as a n e t h n i c e m b l e m o f A f r i c a n 
A m e r i c a n c u l t u r e . 

A q u i t e d i f f e r e n t t ra jec tory of c h a n g e is i n d i c a t e d f o r a r e c e d i n g A p p a l a ­
c h i a n A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n c o m m u n i t y s t u d i e d b y M a l l i n s o n a n d W o l f r a m (2002), 
w h e r e o n i v a h a l f - d o z e n A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n r e s i d e n t s n o w r e m a i n f r o m a o n c e -
s t a b l e c o m m u n i t y of 120 A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s w h o l i v e d t h e r e f r o m the 1850s 
t h r o u g h the m i d - t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . I n th is case, w e see the r e c e s s i o n of c o r e 
A A E f e a t u r e s a n d the m a i n t e n a n c e of the r e g i o n a l f e a t u r e s of A p p a l a c h i a n 
s p e e c h . T h e t ra jec tory of c h a n g e f o r the B e e c h B o t t o m c o m m u n i t y is g i v e n i n 
F i g u r e 19.2. 

A t h i r d t y p e of c h a n g e t r a j e c t o r y , a c u r v i l i n e a r m o d e l , is d o c u m e n t e d f o r 
a n o t h e r S o u t h e r n A p p a l a c h i a n c o m m u n i t y , T e x a n a ( C h i l d s a n d M a l l i n s o n , 
f o r t h c o m i n g ; M a l l i n s o n a n d C h i l d s , f o r t h c o m i n g ) , a s m a l l , s tab le A f r i c a n A m e r ­
i c a n c o m m u n i t y of a p p r o x i m a t e l y 150 A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s w h i c h h a s e x i s t e d 
i n the S m o k y M o u n t a i n s f o r o v e r 150 y e a r s . In th is case, as s h o w n i n F i g ­
u r e 19.3, w e see that y o u n g e r a n d o l d e r s p e a k e r s i n d i c a t e r e l a t i v e l y l o w l e v e l s 
of A A E f e a t u r e s a n d h i g h l e v e l s of l o c a l A p p a l a c h i a n f e a t u r e s . A t the s a m e 
t i m e , m i d d l e - a g e d s p e a k e r s s e e m to i n c r e a s e t h e i r l e v e l s of A A E f e a t u r e s . 

T h o u g h m i d d l e - a g e d s p e a k e r s s h o w m o r e A A E f e a t u r e s t h a n t h e i r y o u n g e r 
a n d o l d e r c o h o r t s , n o t a l l m i d d l e - a g e d s p e a k e r s s h o w this p a t t e r n . I n fact , 
M a l l i n s o n a n d C h i l d s ( f o r t h c o m i n g ) note that th is p a t t e r n o f i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n is 
r e s t r i c t e d to those s p e a k e r s w h o h a v e s p e n t t i m e i n m e t r o p o l i t a n A t l a n t a , 
w h i c h is a c o u p l e of h o u r s a w a y f r o m T e x a n a . T h i s p a t t e r n s u g g e s t s the 
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F ig ure 19.2 Trajectory of language change for Beech Bot tom (based on M a l l i n s o n 
and W o l f r a m , 2002) 

1 0 0 -

50 -

E l d e r l y M i d d l e Younc, 

F igure 19.3 Trajectory of language change for Texana (based on C h i l d s and 
M a l l i n s o n , f o r t h c o m i n g 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of c o n t a c t w i t h e x t e r n a l , m o r e u r b a n A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n p o p u l a t i o n s . 
It a l s o s u g g e s t s that g r o u p a f f i l i a t i o n a n d c u l t u r a l o r i e n t a t i o n m a y b e a fac tor 
i n the d e t e r m i n a t i o n o f c h a n g e i n A A E , s i n c e M a l l i n s o n a n d C h i l d s p o i n t to 
q u i t e d i f f e r i n g c o m m u n i t i e s of p r a c t i c e a n d c u l t u r a l o r i e n t a t i o n s f o r m i d d l e -
a g e d s p e a k e r s w h o i n d i c a t e m o r e A A E s t r u c t u r e s . 

T h e c o m p a r a t i v e s t u d y of d i f f e r e n t r u r a l S o u t h e r n A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n 
c o m m u n i t i e s s h o w s that the re m a y b e a l t e r n a t i v e t ra jec tor ies of c h a n g e w i t h 
respec t to the use o f c o r e A A E s t r u c t u r e s a n d r e g i o n a l d i a l e c t s t r u c t u r e s , r a n g ­
i n g f r o m the i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n of A A E f e a t u r e s a n d the c o r r e s p o n d i n g l o s s of 
r e g i o n a l i z e d f e a t u r e s , to the r e d u c t i o n o f A A E f e a t u r e s a n d t h e m a i n t e n a n c e 
of r e g i o n a l i z e d f e a t u r e s . C o m m u n i t i e s m a y a l s o i n d i c a t e a k i n d of e b b a n d 
f l o w i n w h i c h c o r e A A E f e a t u r e s are i n t e n s i f i e d o r r e d u c e d at d i f f e r e n t p e r i o d s 
of t i m e , o r a m o n g d i f f e r e n t s u b g r o u p s a n d / o r i n d i v i d u a l s w i t h i n a c o m m u n i t y . 
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F a c t o r s that affect t ra jec tor ies of c h a n g e i n c l u d e the r e g i o n a l s e t t i n g o f the 
c o m m u n i t y , c o m m u n i t y s i z e , the p a s t a n d p r e s e n t e x t e n t o f e t h n i c i s o l a t i o n , 
s i g n i f i c a n t m a c r o a n d m i c r o s o c i o h i s t o r i c a l e v e n t s , p a t t e r n s of c o n t a c t w i t h 
e x t e r n a l A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n c o m m u n i t i e s , i n t r a - c o m m u n i t y s o c i a l d i v i s i o n s , a n d 
c u l t u r a l v a l u e s w i t h i n the c o m m u n i t y . C h a n g e i n A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p e e c h 
c o m m u n i t i e s c a n n o t b e c a p t u r e d b y a u n i l a t e r a l m o d e l . I n s t e a d , a v a r i e t y of 
c o m p l e x , i n t e r s e c t i n g f a c t o r s n e e d s to b e c o n s i d e r e d i n d e s c r i b i n g the p r e s e n t -
d a y c o u r s e of c h a n g e i n A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p e e c h c o m m u n i t i e s . 

5 Conclusion 

A A E is a d i s t i n c t , r o b u s t , a n d s tab le s o c i o - e t h n i c d i a l e c t of E n g l i s h that i s 
m a i n t a i n i n g i t s e l f a n d , i n s o m e cases , e v e n i n t e n s i f y i n g . T h o u g h its o r i g i n a n d 
e a r l y d e v e l o p m e n t c o n t i n u e to b e d i s p u t e d , i t s e e m s a p p a r e n t that A A E h a s 
a c c o m m o d a t e d i t se l f to h o s t r e g i o n a l v a r i e t i e s of E n g l i s h w h i l e m a i n t a i n i n g a 
d u r a b l e , d i s t i n c t i v e s u b s t r a t e that h a s set i t a p a r t i n the p a s t a n d p r e s e n t . 
F u r t h e r m o r e , a g r o w i n g sense o f l i n g u i s t i c s o l i d a r i t y a n d i d e n t i t y a m o n g A f r i ­
c a n A m e r i c a n s u n i f i e s A A E i n d i f f e r e n t lo ca les , t h o u g h n o t a l l l o c a l s i t u a t i o n s 
f o l l o w the p a t h of c h a n g e . C o m p a r i s o n s o f d i f f e r e n t l o c a l s i t u a t i o n s i n v o l v i n g 
A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s s u g g e s t c o n s i d e r a b l e v a r i a t i o n i n p a t t e r n s of c h a n g e . F u r ­
t h e r m o r e , these d i f f e r i n g l o c a l s i t u a t i o n s u n d e r s c o r e t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the 
s o c i a l d y n a m i c s a n d the g e o g r a p h i c a l l o c a t i o n of a c o m m u n i t y i n u n d e r s t a n d ­
i n g the p a s t a n d p r e s e n t d e v e l o p m e n t o f A A E . O r i g i n a l s e t t l e m e n t h i s t o r y , 
c o m m u n i t y s i z e , l o c a l a n d e x t r a - l o c a l s o c i a l n e t w o r k s , a n d r a c i a l i d e o l o g i e s i n 
A m e r i c a n s o c i e t y m u s t a l l be c o n s i d e r e d i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g the c o u r s e o f c h a n g e 
i n A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s p e e c h . 

F i n a l l y , w e m u s t n o t e that A A E is m o r e t h a n a s i m p l e a s s e m b l a g e o f 
l i n g u i s t i c s t r u c t u r e s of t h e t y p e t h a t w e h a v e d e s c r i b e d h e r e . L i n g u i s t s a n d 
d i a l e c t o l o g i s t s h a v e s o m e t i m e s f o c u s e d o n s t r u c t u r a l f e a t u r e s o f g r a m m a r 
a n d p h o n o l o g y to the e x c l u s i o n of o t h e r t ra i ts that m i g h t d i s t i n g u i s h s p e e c h 
c o m m u n i t i e s . A A E m a y a l s o e n c o m p a s s c u l t u r a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t uses of v o i c e 
q u a l i t y a n d o t h e r p r o s o d i c f e a t u r e s , as w e l l as c u l t u r a l l y d i s t i n c t i v e p r a g m a t i c 
f e a t u r e s s u c h as p a r t i c u l a r t y p e s of c o n v e r s a t i o n a l r o u t i n e s that i n c l u d e 
g r e e t i n g s a n d l e a v e - t a k i n g s , b a c k c h a n n e l i n g , a n d n a r r a t i v e s t y l e s . T h e s o u l 
of A A E d o e s n o t n e c e s s a r i l y r e s i d e i n the i n v e n t o r y of s t r u c t u r a l p h o n o l o ­
g i c a l a n d g r a m m a t i c a l t ra i t s t h a t h a v e b e c o m e the o b s e s s i o n of s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c 
d e s c r i p t i o n o v e r the p a s t f e w d e c a d e s , b u t i n i ts e v e r y d a y u s e s of l a n g u a g e 
that e n c o m p a s s the f u l l r a n g e of c o m m u n i c a t i v e f u n c t i o n s a n d a c t i v i t i e s . 

See a l s o C h a p t e r s 1 1 , W E S T A F R I C A N E N G L I S H E S ; 1 3 , C A R I B B E A N E N G L I S H E S ; 

1 5 , W O R L D E N G L I S H E S T O D A Y ; 1 6 , C O N T A C T L I N G U I S T I C S A N D W O R L D 

E N G L I S H E S ; 1 8 , P I D G I N S A N D C R E O L E S ; 21, S P E A K I N G A N D W R I T I N G I N W O R L D 

E N G L I S H E S ; 2 5 , W O R L D E N G L I S H E S A N D C U L T U R E W A R S ; 3 6 , T E A C H I N G 

W O R L D E N G L I S H E S . 
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