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Chapter 14:  The Riches of African-American English

How is African-American English not Different?


We have warned that ideas have an instant impact upon us with an obvious upside and often a hidden downside. To talk of African-American English forces us into a contrast with Mainstream English and each is an abstraction.  John McWhorter has written a book discussing the myths about Standard English (nn1) to set straight the view that there is a single respected “standard” mode of speech and other helter-skelter dialects.  Everyone speaks a helter-skelter dialect full of lexical and grammatical oddities with a local flavor.  By using the term, Mainstream English we etch in a fake image, a uniform grammar shared by Americans, which does not really exist.  That is the downside which this simple observation may diminish but cannot fully displace.  Nonetheless we need these artificial abstractions in order to proceed and we can only hope that the harm done is limited.

First let us discuss just where African American English and Mainstream English are virtually the same, even though to our ears it may seem like a major difference.  English has a rule of contraction which operates within a phrase:

John is tall => John’s tall

It never occurs at the end of a phrase:

I know how tall John is => *I know how tall John’s

African American English has exactly the same rule of contraction, but it is complete contraction, namely elimination.  We find that one can say:



John tall

But then one cannot delete “is” in contexts where one cannot contract.

I know how tall John is => *I know how tall John

Where Mainstream English contracts, AAE deletes, and where Mainstream English cannot contract, AAE cannot delete.  It is the same rule, just one extends a little further than the other.  (nn2)  This captures what a typical dialect variation is: the same rule with slightly different conditions, full deletion as opposed to partial deletion.


Now children will fail to have an is in similar contexts which we have already discussed:



It big.



Toy here.

These forms look just like AAE and would be acceptable in AAE.  But are they truly identical?  We are not sure.  It seems that the Mainstream English-speaking children will use this structure (with the verb in different tenses).  In AAE, it is only the present tense form that can delete.  Is is deleted, but never was..  So an utterance like:



Johnny here

can only mean “Johnny is here” and not “Johnny was here” in AAE.  This is a crucial restriction on possible meanings.

A second prominent feature of AAE again points towards a common evolution in MAE and AAE: third person -s.  Inflection is a major indicator of "correctness" and elicits a sense of shame, outrage, and indignation when the requirements of verb inflection are not met.  If a person says, as Jesse Jackson did at the 1992 Democratic Convention,


when a man help himself

instead of:


when a man helps himself

a major social gulf emerges (although as a “speech error” it is common in all dialects).  (nn3)  Why?  It is not entirely clear why features like -s are seen as bell-weather markers of education?  If we step back in history, the overwhelming fact is that Mainstream English is impoverished with respect to its Germanic origins.  Shakespeare could say:


Thou singest.

We would feel foolish adding an -st to second person.  There must have been a time when deleting second person was perceived as a mark of educational impoverishment just as missing third person -s is seen today.  Imagine disqualifying someone from a job because he failed to add -st to a verb!  John Baugh has demonstrated the continuation of language prejudice by telephoning inquiries about apartments. (nn4)  With a dialect, the inquiry is often refused.  If you fail to add the –s, no apartment.


The omission of that final inflection completes the loss of inflection found in AAE:


I run 

we run



you run
you run



he run 

they run

If we compare this to Germanic origins we would have:


I run


we run-en



you run-st

you run-t



he run -t

they run-en

In German five-sixths of the paradigm exhibits distinctive affixes.  Gradually all but one are gone in MAE , and all of them have disappeared in AAE..  In a sense the 3rd person singular is the lone representative of an entire tense-agreement-marking system.  AAE is slightly ahead in the same process that Mainstream English is undergoing.   Let us dwell on it for a minute.

Tense Dance


There is a long history of  classical scholars who admire pieces of ancient grammar and bemoan their absence in modern languages.  Germanic allowed the dative expression “methinks” which grammatical progress knocked out of the language.    The notion, in a weaker way, is captured by the expression “it occurred to me,” but the latter locution does not quite hit the same spot.    Saying “needs must,” as Shakespeare could, has a literary force beyond what “need” or “must” have alone.

As we said before, we are still undergoing a sense of loss about the inevitable disappearance of –s.  Likewise we are indeed losing touch with a complex system of tense differentiation, that allows the mind to dance around an event, in a way that has special literary qualities.  Expressions with five verbs in a row, like:

John must have been being revived at just the moment Anne died

suggest an elegance of temporal expression that could be lost if the time system is simplified, though every language has other ways to get at any meaning.  Perhaps this is why that final –s is seen as so significant: we unconsciously see it as representing an entire, but now dwindling, system of grammatical expression.  It is as if the language were abandoning a whole network of connections.    Maybe this is what lies in part behind the outsized  and intellectually indefensible social response to this part of AAE.

In reality, the network is already gone: where some languages mark, number, gender, and person, we barely mark person,  just 3rd person. Most verb forms show absolutely nothing [I run, you run, we run, they run],

with, one might add, no major loss of communication.  And as we have seen even the present tense meaning of –s is disappearing with or without -s.  The restriction of its meaning to generic is the unmistakeable clue that a deeper change beyond  superficial morphology is involved.  The loss of  inflection and meaning is irretrievable and it is part of the evolution of Mainstream English, no AAE influence is needed.  We cannot by will alone rekindle the older grammar and make the expression he sings mean he is singing.  AAE represents the inevitable future.

Another Grammar inside AAE


The key to accepting the legitimacy of AAE lies in grasping what kind of new grammar it represents.  We have argued that all grammars have subgrammars like dialects and so the relation of AAE to MAE is perfectly normal.  

 What replaces that receding system of Tense?  Lisa Green and Michael Terry have begun to piece together the abstract system from a tradition of careful sociolinguistic work by William Labov, Walt Wolfram, Donald Winfred, and many others. (nn5)  We have a descriptive foothold, the outlines of a system, but much more remains to be uncovered.  It is one of the Event Structure grammars.

One classic fact about AAE is the use of the Habitual BE:


He be playing baseball

It is often thought of as generic, but in fact, it refers to habituality over a set of real times and not possible times.  Thus one can say:



He fights, but he don’t be fighting

which means that he has the ability to fight, but does not do so often.  The term has some tense properties because one cannot say:



*he be fighting yesterday

Nor can one use the expression with states:



*he be knowing the answer 

Habituality requires agency and is to be distinguished from iterativity.  One would not  say:



*the clock be ticking all day long

which simply denotes something that repeats frequently.  Now let us look a little further.  These sentences seem to be just variants of the same thing:

I did play baseball yesterday


I done played baseball yesterday

But by now our antennae should be on the lookout for differences.  A clue to their meaning lies in the tag-questions that they allow:



I did play baseball yesterday, didn’t I



I done played baseball yesterday, ain’t I

The tag question suggests that the Event is being presented in a different manner.  The Event system marks this as a State, Michael Terry argues, (nn6) which makes it like the difference we saw between “the house was painted” and “the painted house.”  Mainstream English does not have a straightforward way to attribute a state to an person, except by this cumbersome circumlocution:

I was in a state of having played baseball.

This is a possible state and one to which one might want to refer, but we are forced back on complex locutions like that.  While we have adjectives for 



the painted house

to say:



*the ran man

meaning “the man who has run” is impossible. 


So now we have operations in the verbal system which convey habituality and stativity.  Are there more?  It is also possible to have a remote past referencer



he BIN ate

which means he is in a state of having eaten some time ago.  Or as in these attested examples from Lisa Green: (nn7)


“I coulda BIN went back to work”


“I BIN had it”

The “remote past” reading seems to be involved, but it is not completely clear how to characterize this meaning.  Should it be represented in Tense terms?   We can put it together with:


he BIN done ate

which means that he was in a having eaten state some time ago. 


Any generative system invites, automatically, further forms of Merge.  Where they occur in AAE, the MAE understanding is quickly outdone.  Most American MAE speakers have a lexical impression of done or bin.  Just as with recursive possessives—alien to speakers of other dialects--when aspectual markers are combined they have their own logic which seems like illogic to those who do not have the system.  It is the fact of composing new meanings inside the aspect system that tells us that a system, not an occasional lexical item is present.  

Here are some further combinations and distinctions that Lisa Green has put together in her wonderful book African American English.   (nn8) These distinctions are immediate in AAE and much more circuitously achieved in MAE with adverbs (see glosses below): 


Habitual Resultant State

“She gotta be there for nine, so they be done gone to school.”


[so they have usually already gone to school] 

“Anybody who don’ have no money and jus be done got paid must be on drugs”

[it is usually the case that anyone who doesn’t have money who just got paid must be on drugs]

Future Resultant State

“I be done forgot next week”  

[will have forgotten]


Modal Resultant State

“once you put your hand on the plow, you can’t look back, cause you be done dug up something else. 

[…because you will dig up something else]


I make any kind of move, he be done shot me.


Remote past resultant state


You shoulda bin done called me down there

He bin done put that in there 

[he put it in there a long time ago]

Parallel to this construction there are suggestions that there is a difference between the following sentences that D’Jaris Coles noted:



Ima go



Imana go

The suggestion is that, though both seem to be reduced forms of “I’m going to” that the “Imana” form is Remote Future.  This is just a hunch—it needs more careful study, but it would fit in.  It is what a vision of the system tells us to look for. 

Now we are assembling just the sort of variation that suggests the presence of a different  overarching grammar which generates these distinctions and attaches them to features of the auxiliary verb system.  Once one gets the hang of it, a kind of linguistic envy may set in.  Why does MAE not have such an elegant way to combine event perspectives?  Adolescents are sometimes accused of “affecting” AAE as a form of protest.  Perhaps, though, not blinded by prejudice, they just become aware of new linguistic resources unavailable in MAE.

Acquiring AAE


 These distinctions and the generative system behind it are what an AAE speaking child must acquire.  When do children master these distinctions?  Here is how Janice Jackson has pursued children's knowledge.  (nn9) Imagine a situation where Cookie Monster is sick in bed and cannot eat.  Meanwhile Grover is eating cookies.  Now we ask:


a. Who be eating cookies?

and we have found that AAE children of five years will correctly identify Cookie Monster as the one who habitually eats cookies even if he is not eating them now.  However the answer to the question:


b. Who is eating cookies?

is Grover.  If a child does not answer (a) correctly, then it is an indication that she or he is not speaking AAE.  This may mean simply that the child is an MAE speaker or possibly an AAE speaker who has a delay or deficit in learning AAE.  In one of my college classes 25/26 speakers, none of them African-American, wrongly interpreted (a) as if it were (b).


Now we have a vision of AAE that is at once almost identical to MAE in its system of contraction/deletion of copulas and at the same time has begun to build a quite different grammar within the auxiliary, based on a different language family, just like we have several vocabularies flowing into English.  This heterogeneity is just what we expect because we find it in all languages when we gear up our linguistic microscope enough to really see the details.  AAE is then at one  leading edge in theoretical work aimed at  uncovering the various possibilities within Universal Grammar for the differentiation of aspectual relations.  It should in turn feed into a larger theory of Events. 

Much has been made of connections to Africa  in the vocabulary of AAE.  (nn10) That is not the perspective which we have chosen here, although again, it is another example of the inherent eclecticism of grammars.  These aspectual features may also have historical connections, but they may have arisen spontaneously from the dynamics of language change.  Their origins are not as important here as our vision of what living grammars are like, how they are full of grammatical microcosms that carry generative power.  

Learning MAE is not Easier than Learning AAE

Let us deal with a frequent objection.  It is often said that people should just learn Standard English anyway and all of the problems will disappear.  If one thinks that it is easy, then try this.  Most languages prefer the consonant sequence   -ks as in “lacks” to  -sk as in “task.”  One may be able to feel the difference already in those words.  That means, phonologically, it is easier to use the dialect form aks than the standard form ask.  Try, for the next four hours, to say “aks” whenever you mean to say “ask” and give yourself a good punishment if you fail.  You may not say anything for 30 minutes if you use “ask” once—just what a black child put down by a teacher might feel.  It is very hard work to monitor your speech constantly.  It feel like remembering to say “sir” after every sentence, which marine recruits learn only with great effort.

More seriously, not all people are in easy control of their dialects.  One of the remarkable things one could observe during the Ebonics controversy was that many of those who said that children should not use Ebonics had clear traces of ebonics in their dialects. They are no more able to drop AAE at will than most people with a Southern accent can talk Northern at will.  There is tremendous variety in the ability and willingness of people to do what is called "code-switching.”  It is not reasonable nor realistic to demand it of everyone.

This view does not challenge language commentary in the classroom.  Education should enrich the vocabularies, literary sensibility,  sense of logic and style in writing, and facility with language.  Controlling the use of dialect is quite a different matter: it amounts to an effort to stamp out the use of structures which the grammar of African-American English requires.  Of course, some students (mindful of prejudice) want to be alerted to where their expression seems “dialectal.”  It has often seemed to me that writing teachers should have several pens-—one color for style, another for dialect, if the student (or parent) requests it, but only if.   Like choosing clothes, we have a right to choose how we speak. 

Why Grammatical Negation Elicits Social Negativity

Ask some non-AAE speaker what AAE sounds like and they will often say something like “I ain’t got nothing.”  Negation has a grip on the prejudiced imagination.  It may well be that more than raw emotion is involved.  AAE negation is one domain where one kind of systematic grammar is mistaken for another.

 
Lisa Green reports these examples of obviously effective negation: (nn11)

I sure hope it don’t be no leak after they finish.

Sometimes it didn’t have no chalk, no books, no teacher.

I ain’t never seen nobody preach under announcements.

Don’t nobody want to go to the movies.

No game don’t last all night.

Nothing can’t tell you it wasn’t meant for you.

Worldwide the variation in how two negatives fit together is extremely intricate.  Two general modes are possible.  We explored the first kind which we can call cancellation negation where each negative cancels the previous one (“I don’t want to wear no shirt”  or you cannot not go).  The other does something that feels like the opposite:  all negatives equal one negative.  This is called “concord,”  a kind of extensive agreement.  Cancellation negation is found in Mainstream English while “negative concord” is found in AAE.

Here, perhaps, is where the hostility is born.  It seems like a violation of the logic of cancellation to allow agreement among negatives.  The MAE analysis of AAE cannot be stopped, so one feels that “I don’t got no coat” just fails to honor the meaning of no.  In MAE the agreement form carries a phonological change (but still the negation in the /n/ sound) with:

I don’t have any coat.

So the negation system epitomizes where the AAE system is deeply at odds with MAE. It is no wonder that it causes agitation.  Conflict is not the only shadow cast by dialect.  It may also have the seeds of the future in it as we now discuss.

Dialect  as Future: Engines of Language Change

The engine of change in grammars is hard to see.   The social, historical, and geographical factors are very difficult to analyze.  They create a linguistic soup that is hard to slice with a scientific knife.  Several factors leap out.

1) Geographical: Languages put side by side geographically inevitably influence one another.  Social change and grammatical innovation are linked in large and small ways.

2) Generational: Each generation brings in a platterful of new words and small grammatical shifts.  Larger social shifts may promote larger grammatical ones.


3) Internal: Another engine of change--not well-understood—lies in the grammars themselves.  They have the seeds of other grammars in them which shift in their domain and in their strength.

Dialects are often harbingers of what will happen in the dominant grammar.  The dialect may take a next step that the dominant grammar resists because of social conservatism.  We have mentioned the obvious fact that English has both Latinate and Anglo-Saxon vocabulary--whose origin was probably the Norman Conquest a thousand years ago.

Deeper, as we suggested is the gradual loss of inflection which leads us toward a different language family and which has begun to emerge in African-American English.  Word order (main verb second) reflects a Germanic system that has taken 500 years to evolve and the evolution is still underway as we discussed in the previous chapter.  We do not invert main verbs like sing but main verbs like be do still invert, and in British English both be and have invert, where American inserts do:


British: Have you any money?


American: Do you have any money?

In MAE we continue to invert be (just as British do for have as well):


John is here => Is John here?

AAE takes the next logical progressive step further in the grammatical evolution. We find forms like (from Lisa Green) where the move away from verb-second

is complete and the logical direction of change is fulfilled:

I sure hope it don’t be no leak after they finish.

Your social security don’t be nothing.
Do it be dark?

Do he be sleeping in that car?

Sentences like these often strike the funnybone among MAE speakers.  It is not clear exactly why, what makes us laugh.  Our responses to language remain deep and mysterious, dangerous in their impact upon others, and probably not something in which we can have much pride. 


Fleeting evidence from children predictably shows that some may see the deeper consistent generalization before they restrict their grammar with an exception for “be”: (nn12)



do it be colored?



you don't be quiet.




Allison didn't be mad



this didn't be colored




did there be some?

Here children and AAE  are reaching for the future, but our culture holds them

back.

Orthogonal Systems or Allied Systems?


 We have argued that the diversity inherent in Universal Garmmar is on display in AAE.  Dialects carry not just minor deviations, but a different system.  The system itself may not be a variant of the Mainstream system.  Instead it may represent a different grammatical family and the future direction of grammatical change.  The AAE dialect presents different perspectives on MAE, partly allied and partly orthogonal.  Our prejudices--our emotions--are reflections of these differences.

1)  Alien Dimension:  In the realm of time, we find that a new kind of system aspect (versus “time” as discussed in chapter 10) is emerging that comes from a different language family in UG.  

2)  Progressive Dimension: AAE is taking a logical step in the long arc of language history where word-order changes slowly:  eliminating verb-second for be as well as have (do he be here?).

3)  Contradictory Dimension: In the realm of negation, AAE is applying a familiar but different system of Concord found in many languages.  It is a system with a special property: it delivers the opposite meaning.  Instead of compounding negation, where each new one cancels the old, they all agree in expressing a single negation--just as we saw with time words (in chapter 10xx).  The alternate system seems to be at cross-purposes, seems “illogical,” perhaps even aggressively so.

AAE and MAE speakers are both bilingual because they sense the presence of Multiple Grammars within one language.  Americans abroad who are proud of how they understand rap music where foreigners do not can do so partly because they have AAE latent in their knowledge.  That latent knowledge, which frightens language conservatives, gradually has an impact on MAE.

Grammar Correction: What is its Impact?


Children pass through other grammars naturally on the path to Mainstream English.  They may touch upon Germanic, Italian, or Chinese, whose impact is still found in the corners of grammar.  Beyond that evolution there are characteristic child utterances which easily elicit a hot reprimand—perhaps hotter than most parents realize.

“Don’t say ‘me and Johnny’” or 

“Don’t say ‘I don’t got none.’”  

There is plenty of evidence that grammar is hard to correct and that children do not learn from being taught rules.  So the reprimands tend to multiply. 


Yet the experience of being reprimanded must have some effect.  In some cases, as Eliane Ramos pointed out to me, you can tell that the child generates a phony rule.  A child who says “him go” can consciously substitute “he” for “him,” but it is an extra rule of memory, not a rule of grammar, perhaps like adding “ma’am” at the end of sentences.

What, however, is the impact of parental correction?  One experience is that you feel condemned for something you cannot correct.  Another may be that you acquire the idea that judging people by their grammar is appropriate and legitimate.  Everyone  judges speech (“Gee, he talks too loud”) but such judgments are really quite different from judgments of grammar.


One might say, surely a parent has the right to prefer one dialect in his household, just as some parents determine to raise their children bilingually.  However. if a child who says “I don’t got none” is corrected, what will he think of his playmate who says the same thing?  Language prejudice is no stranger to the nursery school.  No special insight into the social impact of language resides in the discipline of linguistics.  The judgment is a human one, not so different from having an opinion on what clothes someone wears.

The challenge of raising children without language prejudice seems  formidable.  However, it is the obligation of linguistics to make it perfectly plain that dialects are legitimate forms of grammar and therefore if one promotes prejudice against them, it is intellectually ill-founded and regrettable, even if socially understandable. 


Ultimately each person decides themselves how they wish to talk, just as they decide what to wear. It may never be too early to respect a child’s linguistic rights.  Most parents have a tremendous impact on the values their children have, including their linguistic values, without using reprimands that are very difficult to follow.

Grammar correction is really an education away from appreciating the nature of language and toward creating prejudice.  Because our responses to language are so deep, language prejudice is one of the most insidious ways in which we mentally downgrade each other.  Every parent should be aware of what it means to teach prejudice.


Genuine education about dialect, not about lexical items or about entertaining peculiarities, but in their systematic nature should, to my mind, be a part of every high school curriculum.  It takes some time--more than these few chapters require--to really feel the equality of dialects.   It is an aspect of civic understanding that seems well worth a month of the high school English curriculum.  If Canadian children must learn French, why

not have American high school children spend a single month in four years learning how AAE works?  In my experience, it brings an English class alive and high school students love  the opportunity to study something full of vitality in their own social and musical culture.

Societies with recognized bilingualism have long seen it as an important part of socialization.   In Switzerland some primary school classes are taught in the Swiss dialect of German and others in, note the name, High German.(nn13)  Language policy is ultimately a social question, not just  a linguistic one, that needs to be decided by an informed public. 




