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I 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

0. SUMMARY 

In Section 1 I state the purpose of the present study. Section 2 supplies background 
information relevant to the present study and details several shortcomings inherent 
in the approach adopted. Section 3 provides a summary statement of the theoretical 
framework within which the study is written. Section 4 contains a brief discussion 
of field procedures, stressing the importance of systematic elicitation to the construc-
tion of a generative grammar. Section 5 is a review of the literature related to the 
phonology of Black English and a statement of the major differences between pre-
vious conclusions and those presented in this study. The final section is a statement 
of the way in which the present study is organized. 

\. PURPOSE 

The purpose of the present study is both empirical and theoretical. On the one 
hand, I present a description of the segmental phonology of a dialect of English 
spoken by Black adolescents in the District of Columbia. On the other, I attempt 
to contribute to the development of phonological and dialectological theory by 
providing some basis for specifying the ways in which the. dialect under investiga-
tion differs phonologically from Standard English. In addition, I hope that the re-
sults of this study will prove useful to those interested in preparing pedagogical mate-
rials for the teaching of Standard English as a second dialect1. 

2. BACKGROUND 

The data for this study were collected over a ten month period in 1966-67 while 
I was Project Linguist with the Urban Language Study of the Center for Applied 
Linguistics in Washington, D.C.2. The principal informant was a fourteen-year-old 

1 Cf. Luelsdorff (1970). 
2 The data elicited support a much broader study than the present work. 
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male native resident of Washington who turned fifteen during the course of the 
elicitation. Some of the results of the study are generalizable to the speech of other 
Blacks in the Washington area and in Delaware and New York. 

The scope of the study and the theoretical framework in which it is written (trans-
formational grammar) necessitated working in depth with one informant over a 
protracted period of time. Several shortcomings are inherent in this kind of approach. 

First of all, working with only one principal informant leaves the problem of the 
extent to which the analysis is generalizable to other portions of the Black community 
an open question. In this regard, I can only hope that future research will contribute 
to our understanding of the nature and extent of interpersonal variation in Black 
speech. 

Second, it became apparent during the course of this investigation that variant 
pronunciations existed in the speech of the principal informant for what were intui-
tively felt by him to be one and the same words. This phenomenon of intrapersonal 
variation emerged only after an attempt lasting several months to encourage the 
informant to speak with me as naturally and uninhibitedly as he would with his 
family and friends. Although it is difficult to assess the extent to which this attempt 
was successful, the large number of doublets elicited testifies to some measure of 
success. Typically, the informant described one of the pronunciations as the way he 
would speak when talking with family and friends and the other as the way he would 
speak when talking with teachers and strangers. I labeled (unoriginally) the former 
pronunciation 'casual' and the latter 'careful'. In the vast majority of cases, careful 
pronunciation corresponds to Standard English. 

Third, in view of the length of the period of elicitation coupled with the informant's 
daily exposure to Standard English, it was expected that the informant's speech 
patterns would change in the direction of more formal Standard English. I attempted 
to cope with this dynamic situation by the process of socialization mentioned above 
and by a preliminary survey of the segmental phonology in which some of the major 
dialect variants were noted. One of the most obvious changes was the articulation of 
preconsonantal and word-final r's in a dialect which, at the outset of the study, 
was r-less. 

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study is written within the theoretical framework of generative phonology. 
Of the descriptions of the form and substance of generative phonology, those of 
Chomsky and Halle (1968), McCawley (1968), Stanley (1967, 1968), and Zwicky 
(1965) are among the best. 

A generative phonology is a set of rules which are divided into three subgroups 
according to their function3. The first of these subgroups contains redundancy condi-

3 Chomsky & Halle (1968) discuss the necessity of a fourth group of rules, called "readjustment 
rules". 
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tions4 which function to specify redundant feature specifications in phonological 
segments on the basis of feature information contained within those segments and 
feature information contained within surrounding segments. The first type of re-
dundancy condition is called a 'segment structure condition' and the second a 'se-
quence structure condition'. On the basis of the information that a vowel is Back 
and High, for example, it is possible to predict that it will also be Rounded. Since 
this prediction depends exclusively upon information contained within the same 
phonological segment, it is an example of a segment structure condition. Alternatively, 
if a morpheme begins with two consonants followed by a liquid, it is possible to 
specify that the first consonant will be s. Since this rule requires feature information in 
surrounding segments for its proper operation, it is an example of a sequence structure 
condition. 

The second subgroup of rules consists of phonological rules which function to 
assign stress and to add, delete, and rearrange phonological segments. Stress rules 
depend upon syntactic information for their proper operation and apply cyclically, 
first to the innermost constituents of the utterance. The labeled brackets surrounding 
the innermost constituent are then erased and the rules reapply to the next innermost 
constituent, etc. In some variety of Standard English, for example, there is a Com-
pound Stress Rule which assigns primary stress in nouns to a primary-stressed vowel 
preceding a vowel with primary stress. All monosyllables are assigned primary stress 
and, by convention, when a vowel in a constituent is assigned primary stress, the 

1 i 
stresses on all other vowels are reduced by one. Thus, (^(¿black^^board)^)^ 
remains unaltered by the rules during the first pass through the cycle, and the inner-

i I 
most brackets are erased yielding (Nblack board)N. During the second cycle, primary 
stress is assigned to the first primary-stressed vowel by the Compound Stress Rule, 

1 2 1 1 
yielding (Nblack board)N. Similarly, the noun phrase (JV/>(/4black)^(iVboard)Ar)JVi, 
remains unaltered during the first pass through the cycle, and the innermost brackets 

i I 
are erased yielding (^pblack board)NP. During the second pass through the cycle, 
primary stress is assigned by the Nuclear Stress Rule to the second primary-stressed 

2 1 
vowel yielding (^pblack board)NP. The second type of phonological rule is illustrated 
by the rule which deletes the vowel of the plural ending -ez in the environment of a 
preceding segment which is not both Coronal and Strident5. 

All the features (excluding Stress) in the redundancy conditions and phonological 
rules are binary in that they are assigned either the coefficient ' + ' or the coefficient 
' — I t is the function of the third subgroup of rules to convert these binary features 
into integers representing different degrees of the presence of the feature in question. 

4 Stanley (1967, 1968) places the redundancy rules in the lexicon. 
6 Cf. Luelsdorff (1969) for a discussion and justification of this rule. 


