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         African American English (AAE), which developed as early as the seventeenth century with the 

importation of enslaved Africans to the US, is defined on the internet as: “a set of sociolects primarily 

spoken by most black people in the US (and many in Canada) and most commonly refers to a continuum 

ranging from African-American Vernacular to a more Standard English”. The purpose of this essay is 

primarily to offer an opinion concerning whether this dialect will vanish or flourish with time. 

         Before presenting my argument, it is appropriate first to define what a dialect is. While most 

people often understand “dialect” to be a substandard way of speaking, linguists define it as “the 

language employed by members of a specific group (here African Americans) to communicate with one 

another.” It is not a haphazard form of communication; but rather, like formal written language, has its 

own phonology, morphology, syntax, semantic and pragmatic components that can be codified in the 

same manner that grammarians codify any language.  

         Indeed, all English-speaking Americans in the US speak a dialect of English and If that dialect and a 

neighboring dialect are mutually comprehensible, they are typically grouped together and called a 

language (here American English). That is, typically, a language can be considered to be a collection of 

mutually comprehensible dialects and AAE, though peculiar in some respects, originated and developed 

in the USA and is comprehensible to most Americans. 

         The most extreme form of AAE (AAVE) has, like other American vernaculars, its own unique 

grammatical, vocabulary, stylistic, and accent characteristics which vary from region to region and there 

is even a significant body of African American literature where it is recorded in writing. Some of the 

most salient features of AAVE (deep-black dialect)  are: 1) the absence of a copular verb in sentences 

such as “he my brother” instead of MAE “he is my brother”; 2) omission of the genitive [‘s] as in “my 

friend book” instead of “my friend’s book”); 3) unique tense and aspect constructions as  in “he be 

runnin (he is running), he done ran (he had run), etc.; 4) simplification of diphthongs as in [ai] to [ah], 5) 

non-rhoticity (r-lessness) at the end of syllables  as in “kum ba yah” instead of “Come (by) here”; 6) 

metathesis ([aks] instead of [ask]);  and 7) a wider range of intonation patterns than most American 

vernaculars.  

           As can be seen from the above, some of these features occur in other American vernaculars as 

well and are, therefore, not unique to AAVE. Many phrases like “I’m fixin to”, “I used to could” and 

“y’all” commonly used in AAVE are all characteristic of the other dialects of the South as well. 

         There are three theoretical explanations of how this dialect came into being, namely: 1) The 

Anglicist Hypothesis -AAE has its roots in the American rural South and the segregated North and is a 

product of contact with other American English vernaculars during times of slavery when they were 

forbidden to read and write ; 2) the Creole hypothesis - AAVE developed from a creole and all its 

distinctive features came about as a result of the contact of krio with other American dialects; and 3) 

Neo-Anglicist hypothesis  - where AAVE started out as English AAVE but innovated social markers to 

become distinct and has only minimal influence from African languages. 

          While all of these hypotheses have their supporters and, indeed, AAVE shares many linguistic 

features with Southern White Vernacular English (SWVE), which it undoubtedly influenced, I believe 

that AAVE is unique in that many of the slaves brought to the US were exposed to Krio in Africa and/or 

in the slave-breaking stations of the Caribbean before coming to the US and that, within the confines of 

slavery and Jim Crow segregation, this vernacular mixed with the regional dialects of those who did not 



undergo this initial experience.  In this regard, it is a fact that entire communities of Krio speaking 

people (known as Gullahs) were brought to the offshore islands of South Carolina and Georgia to 

cultivate rice and that this dialect had a strong influence upon the dialect of speakers from Charleston. 

Moreover, in order to escape slavery, many Gallahs fled across the Ogeechee River to Florida where 

they, after merging with the Creek Indians there, formed a distinct dialect known as Afro-Seminole 

(Geechee). Moreover, though many of the vernacular features of AAE are shared by other US dialects 

(particularly southern ones), this “krio” input does, indeed, explain some of the odd features (absence of 

copula and genitive between nous) not found in other American dialects.  

           Both settlement and social stratification also had a significant influence in the shaping of AAVE.  

When the underlying dialectal groundwork for this dialect was established, enslaved Blacks werenot 

permitted to learn to read or write and, thus were divorced from a major element influencing one’s 

speech. Indeed, a white man could be fined or imprisoned for teaching a Black man how to do so. 

Moreover, this separation continued after the abolishment of slavery through the implementation of 

Jim Crow laws upon which the Boers of South Africa modeled their “apartheid” system and it was only 

after 1954 that schools were compelled to integrate in the south. Likewise, the speech of Blacks in the 

north and elsewhere was undoubtedly influenced by the Great Migration from South to North after the 

Civil War. 

         The question as to whether or not Black English is converging with or diverging from MAE will 

depend mainly upon the answer to the question: “To what degree will Black Americans continue to live 

in segregated ethnic ghettos and not be permitted to enjoy life as full-fledged US citizens with all the 

benefits thereof?”. As SC067 so amply demonstrates, given a opportunity to complete University 

studies, a Gullah speaking man now speaks perfect MAE with no “deep-black” characteristics at all. 

Nevertheless, I am confident that he can still fully understand and communicate effectively in “deep-

black” English if he so chooses. However, as indicated by Trudgill’s finding with respect to Black boys’ 

increase in “g-dropping” from the second to the fifth grade, as long as there is a perceived alienation, 

both children and adults in times of stress will cling to their vernacular to maintain group identity and 

support.  

                Regardless of one’s ethnicity or vernacular, we all tend to mimic those with whom we are in 

communication. Children imitate the speech of their parents and friends before assimilating the 

language of schooling (MAE) and this is evidenced by the continued existence of code-switching.  

Indeed, we all have multiple “codes” and we use each depending upon the situation in which we find 

ourselves. Thus, even if (with time) all Black Americans master MAE, this fact alone will not necessarily 

spell a death knoll for AAVE. 

               We must also take into account that all vernaculars are in flux and continually changing such 

that (according to Glenn Starr’s lecture notes) what has been characteristic of a particular dialect 

changes over time adhering to the following sequence: 1) founder effect; 2) exonormative influence; 3) 

nativization, 4) endonormative state; and finally 5) differentiation.  

 

              In conclusion, AAVE as it is now known will also undoubtedly mutate into something else. 

Whatever it mutates into, however, it will still be AAVE, because by definition, “Black English” is 

whatever most Black people speak and can only disappear with the disappearance of the population 

that speaks it.  

 


