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What be Ebonics?
In an episode of Jeopardy!, Alex Trebek presented the answer “It’s a colloquial term for Black English” and contestant Ken Jennings humorously replied “What be Ebonics?”.  This question was also brought up in a 1994 court case in Oakland, California, relating to whether Ebonics or African American Vernacular English (AAVE) should be used in teaching K-12 education (Fillmore). The question that was raised was whether AAVE should be considered slang, a different language, or a dialect. Calling Ebonics a whole different language would be just as ridiculous as trying to teach it in schools so we can focus on whether it’s a dialect or just slang.  Honestly, I believed AAVE was just slang and improper English before I started doing research on the subject.  After looking at definitions of dialect and studying the structure of Ebonics in linguistic literature, I am convinced that it is truly a dialect because it fits all the criteria of being a dialect.
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A regional or social variety of a language distinguished by pronunciation, grammar, or vocabulary, especially a variety of speech differing from the standard literary language or speech pattern of the culture in which it exists (American Heritage® Dictionary)
Being a subdivision of a central language is a criterion for a dialect.  Mandarin and Cantonese are examples of dialects that stem from the root language of Chinese.  Although they are both from the Chinese language, people who speak Mandarin can’t fully understand what a person speaking Cantonese is saying. Even though they share the same writing system such as Chinese characters, they have tonal differences which cause them to be different in pronunciation and speech. 
Ebonics is considered a dialect because it stems from the origins of the English language. It still uses vocabulary and grammar techniques that are used in the standard language.  The main differences from the English language and Ebonics are the phonological and syntactical features. For example to say “He is happy” in Ebonics, you would say “He happy” (Phillips). The vocabulary and the grammar are somewhat similar in which the noun is in front of the adjective but the only thing missing is the auxiliary verb. A common method used in linguistics that determines whether or not two dialects are from the same language is by proving that dialects show “mutual intelligibility.”  This describes that if two people are speaking two different dialects from the same language, they should be able to understand each other to a certain extent.   A person who speaks Ebonics to an English speaking person should be able to somewhat understand what he is saying because they share the same language of origin.  This shows that Ebonics and English are from the origins of the same language.   


Another criterion for a dialect is that it has a linguistic structure and form.  They often have an obvious pattern and can be easily distinguished. An example would be the Canadian English dialect in which they end sentences with “eh?”. Another distinguished character of the Canadian English dialect is that they have a “raised vowel” sound, like when they say “out and about”. To non-Canadian speakers, it sounds like “oot and aboot.” This criterion is what sets the main differences between slang and a dialect. Slang has no structure and is often times just special vocabulary that people use instead of normal words.  

African American Vernacular English has unique structure and form which makes it distinguishable as a dialect.  Some of the phonological features of the Ebonics dialect are the loss of distinction of certain characters in a word. The loss of distinction between /th/ and /f/ in the word “teeth” is an example of a phonological feature.  In Ebonics, “teeth” is pronounced “teef” because the loss of distinction in the /th/ part of the word (Phillips). Ebonics often times has a deletion of certain characters also.  For example, the word “tore” is pronounced “tow” because of the deletion of the /r/ character.


Syntactical features of Ebonics are also what make structure of this dialect unique. I used the example of “He happy” as an example earlier of a syntactical feature that is distinguishable because it is missing an auxiliary verb.  Another example of syntactical feature would be the use of a double negation such as “He don’t know nothing.”  The form of ‘be’ can express a continuing state such as “Johnny be good.” Ebonics is sometimes confused with slang because of its unique vocabulary but since Ebonics has an established structure; it distinguishes itself as a dialect.  Slang has no structure and is often times vanished as it goes through its trend.  Through its syntactical and phonological features, AAVE is considered a dialect.

Dr. Johanna Rubba, a linguistics professor at California State Univeristy stated that “The notion of good vs. bad English is simply one more institutionalized prejudice” (Rubba). Because of the social prejudice against African Americans exists, Ebonics has been referred to as “Bad English” that stems from African Americans who have “lazy thinking” (Phillips).  This kind of ideology is originated from belief that certain races have superiority over another and that certain varieties of dialect are favored over another.  “It is no accident that the varieties of a language that come to be thought of as 'proper' or 'correct' are invariably associated with the upper classes, those who wield political, economic, and social power” (Rubba). Since Ebonics is often used in low income cities which have no power, the term “Bad English” has been coined by upper class elitists that look down upon these “lower class” groups. Colin Phillips at the Univeristy of Delaware stated in reference to Ebonics, “There is no basis for claiming that their phonology, morphology or syntax reflects 'illogical' or lazy thinking” (Phillips).


The third characteristic of a dialect is that it is unique to only a specific geographical region.  Mandarin is only spoken near the southern parts of China near Hong Kong and Cantonese is mainly spoken in the northern parts of China.  A dialect is also separated by cultural differences.   Although Hawaii is part of the United States and they speak English there, they have a different dialect because of the Polynesian influences.  Philadelphian is also known as a regional dialect.  Ebonics is mainly found in areas with large population of low-income African Americans such as South Central Los Angeles, Georgia, and Louisiana. The origins of Ebonics have been hypothesized by linguistics to have been “Creole” language which was the language of West African slaves that converged with Standard American English (Baron).  Linguistics believed that Ebonics was developed by slaves to show passive resistance to the oppression they went through.  It also helped create self-identity and ethnic pride to the enslaved African Americans. The recent spread of Ebonics has been due to the popularity of Hip Hop and Rap music but the starting point of Ebonics has always been in regions with large populations of African Americans.  This regional and cultural distinction is what makes Ebonics distinguishable as a dialect.

Dialects have unique criteria that distinguish it from a languages or slang. Ebonics originates from the English language and its origins can be proved through mutual intelligibility. This dialect also has a concrete linguistic structure and form which can be seen through its phonological and syntactical features.  Its cultural and regional origins are also traits that distinguish Ebonics as a dialect.  The importance of defining Ebonics has been raised by the Oakland school board to determine whether Ebonics should be taught in schools.  When making a decision we must consider the question “What be Ebonics?”. Ebonics is a dialect that has distinct linguistic structure which was originated by African American slaves and used by members of low income cities of specific regions of the world today.
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