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− Language use 
− class or subcultural differences in language use; meanings attributed to linguistic styles 

− AAVE (African American Vernacular English), aka BEV (Black English Vernacular), aka 
Ebonics 

− Review the events in Rickford reading 
− AAVE is a dialect of English with some vocabulary and grammatical differences 

− including a finer division of present tenses than Standard English (SE) 
− AAVE is just as grammatical and effective as any other language 

− NOT just a collection of slang terms 
− NOT "lazy" or "incorrect" English, because the differences are consistent, patterned, 

rule-based -- just different rules 
− AAVE is used consciously to mark AA identity 
− but speakers may not learn any alternative, like SE, either 
− Many SE speakers consider AAVE lower class, uneducated, etc. 

− they respond to a meaning (in this case, a value) that their culture leads them to attribute 
to AAVE and its speakers 

− the point in the Oakland schools was to better teach SE, the high-status dialect needed for 
success, by starting from AAVE and explicitly teaching students the differences 

− The Oakland school board took lots of abuse over its "ebonics" proposal, and was voted 
out of office 
− the whole matter was dropped 

− But as of 2004 (according to Joan Ryan, SF Chronicle, 16 May 2004), about 60 schools in 
LA were using a similar program called Academic English Mastery, starting as early as 
1991. It "teaches black students how to translate what they call African American 
Language into Mainstream American English" as is apparently succeeding 

− AAVE is not a special case: Code shifting and culture-shifting 
− many people are multi-lingual or multi-dialectical 

− and shift their language or dialect according to the circumstances 
− this is called "code-switching" 
− it can provide clues about the meanings attributed to different dialects 
− and insights into how people manipulate those meanings for their own ends 

− the "Jive Lady" scene 
− fictional, exaggerated, but clear example of code-switching 
− why is this funny? 

− it treats a devalued, low-status "slang" or dialect with the respect accorded to a high-
status foreign language 
− a unexpected contradiction 
− but telling: it confirms that we value the two forms of speech differently, or it 

would not be funny 
− it has a white lady speaking "Jive" (not necessarily good AAVE) 
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− an unexpected inversion of social status 
− note that a black person speaking SE is NOT funny, just expected 
− again, confirming an uncomfortable truth about the different values we place on the 

two dialects 
− note that it shows that Jive and SE are equally effective 
− note the (fictional but believable) example of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis in action 

− the "Jive Lady" is very polite in SE 
− but she can be rude and crude in Jive 

− you would not expect her to every be rude like this in SE 
− so the language she is using affects the sorts of things she will say, her behavior, 

maybe her thinking 
− alternative explanation 

− she has never been properly socialized in Jive 
− so she has not really learned to understand how rude the terms are, nor ever been 

seriously sanctioned for using them 
− like my roommate and his limited, profane Italian  

− Gender differences in language use 
− Tannen 

− Dilbert cartoon with Topper: demonstrating a male conversational strategy 
− Maltz and Borker 

− Political and persuasive speech: guiding thought by controlling categories 
− Labov, Nunberg 

−  


