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subgroup is the best stimulus for evoking spontaneous speech. And
the general configurations of the culture change rapidly even though
the value system remains intacl: a teacher raised in Harlem in the
1950’s, returning to the streets today, would find it difficult to under-
stand how and why gang fighting is no longer in slyle.

We propose that a cultural intermediary be introduced into the
classroom in the person of a young black man,!! 16 to 25 years old,
with high-school-level reading skills, but not a college graduate. We
propose the creation of a special license to allow this young man
to carry out the following functions:

1. To acquaint the teacher with the specific interests of members
of the class and help design reading materials centering on these
interests.

2. To provide effective rewards and punishments that will moti-
vate members of street culture for whom normal school sanctions
are irrelevant.

3. To lead group discussion on topics of immediate concern to
members of the class.

4. To lead boys in sports and other recreational activities in school
time.

5. To maintain contact with boys outside of school, on the streets,
and help organize extracurricular activities.

We are well aware of the difficulties that any school system will
have in absorbing such outside elements, The situation in most ghetto
schools is plainly desperate enough so that many educators will be
willing to endorse a proposal that may create such difficulties. Our
proposal is not equivatent to the usual program for para-profession-
als, who are usually parents or upward-bound youth already re-
moved from the vernacular culture. The difference between such
isolated individuals and members is the main topic of the next
chapter. Part 111 of this velume will describe some of the skills and
understandings that make up the vernacular culture. These chapters
will document the distance between the socialized adult and the
members who are now effectively shut out of the educational system.

11. We specifically designate & male for this role, in contrast to a number of
proposals for para-professionals in the schools which utilize women from the com-
munity or from college training courses. We cannot elaborate on the importance of
sex differentiation here, except to indicate that we believe it is a matter of prime
importance,

[ ki :gf,/xfmﬁlcé reonacban.

7 The Linguistic
Consequences

of Being a Lame

Who's the lame who says he knows the game,
And where did he learn to play?

—"“The Fall”

THIS chapler studies the grammars of isolated individuals,
known as lames in the black English vernacular. They are the typical
informants made available to investigators who study nonstandard
language in schools, recreation centers, and homes with the help of
adults who control these institutions. The form of black English
vernacular used by lames will be compared with that used by mem-
bers of the dominant social groups of the vernacular culture. The
findings will be of considerable sociclogical interest, since it appears
that the consistency of certain grammalical rules is a fine-grained
index of membership in the street culture. The data should also be
of interest to theoretical linguistics, since it appears that patterns
of social interaction may influence grammar in subtle and unsus-
pected ways. Finally, we will consider the serious methodological
problem which these findings pose for linguists in general. It is in
fact the same methodological problem with which this study begins:
locating the most consistent and reliable data for describing the
grammar of the speech community.

1. Locating the Vernacular

The largest part of our recent research of the speech community
has focused upon the language used by primary peer groups in
natural, face-to-face interaction. The mast important data used in
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this volume for grammatical analysis were obtained from thi.s setting;
in'recent work on Hawaiian Creole this was also the major fogus
{Labov 1971b, Day to appear). We have followed_ the same po!lcy
in exploratory work on sound change in various regions of the Un_:led
States, England, Ireland, and France (Labov, Yaeger, and Steiner
1972). As we enter any city we look for preadolescent and adolescetnt
peer groups engaged in sports or hanging-oul; we encounter family
groups at tea or after dinner; we join groups of old men at bowls,
in pubs, or sitting at pensioner's benches, )

In this approach we are departing more and more from the earlier
tradition of sociolinguistic studies which depended upon face-to-face
interviews with single individuals drawn from judgment samples
{Kurath 1949; Sociolinguistic Patterns, chapter 1) or from randgm
samples (Social Stratification; Shuy, Wolfram and Riley 1967; Levgne
and Crockelt 1966; Anshen 1969; Trudgill 1971); and we are following
the more ethnographic approach that was first outlined by Gumperz
in his work in Norway (1964). Random sampling is of_ course an
essential procedure if we want to describe the overall sociolinguistic
structure of the community, and our work in south-centrai Harlem
relied heavily on a stratified random sample of 100 adults. But severe
probiems of explanation and interpretation are crea'teq when we
extract single speakers from their social network e.md hr.mt ours'elves
to records of their speech in one-to-one interaction with the mte‘r-
viewer. [t seems most likely that a random sample will be uej'ed in
future sociolinguistic studies to select individuals for study in the
context of the social groups in which they normally operate.

We focus upon natural groups as the best possible solution to the
ohserver’s paradox: the problem of observiqg .how people speak
when they are not being ohserved (Sociolinguistic Patterns, chapter
8). The natural interaction of peers can overshadow tl'ae effects of
observation and helps us approach the goal of capturing the ver-
nacular of everyday life in which the minimum amount of eftten_nu'n
is paid to speech:; this is the most systematic level of lmgunst.lc
behavior and of greatest interest to the linguist who wants to explain
the structure and evolution of language.

But there is a second even more compelling reason for us to select
natural groups of speakers rather than isolated irvld.ividuals. The
vernacular is the property of the group, not the individual. its con-
sistency and well-formed, systematic character is the result of a vast
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number of interactions; the group exerls its control over the ver.
nacular in a supervision so close that a single slip may be condemned
and remembered for years.! The overt norms of the dominant social
class can operate to produce a consistent superordinate dialect, if
class is reasonably cohesive and protected from large-scale invasions
from below, Thus the Received Pronunciation described by H. G,
Wyld was a class dialect rigorously controlled in the British public
(private} schools (1936:3). At the other end of the social spectrum,
the covert norms of the street culture operate to produce the con-
sistent vernacular of the urban working class. The lower-class culture
differs from upper-class culture in that its bagse in the population
becomes progressively narrower with age. In the early adolescent
years, the focal concerns of lower-class culture (Miller 1958) involve
all but the upper-middle and upper class in America. But individuals
are gradually split away from involvement in these concerns, so that
only a small percentage of “lower-lower-class™ adults retain this
orientation wholeheartedly as they grow older.?

We usually find that the most consistenl vernacular is spoken by
those belween the ages of 9 and 18. It is well known that in most
cities peer-group membership reaches a peak at the ages of 15 to 16
(Wilmott 1966); as the young adult is detached from the teenage
hang-out group he inevitably acquires a greater ability to shift to-
wards the standard language and more occasions to do s0. In some
sharply differentiated subsystems, a consistent vernacular can be
obtained only from children and adolescents: the grammars of adults
seem to be permanently changed by their use of standard rules. This
is the case with both Hawaiian Creole English (“Hawaiian Pidgin")
and black vernacular. In general, working adults will use a sharper
degree of style shifting than adolescents in their careful speech with
outside observers, and only under the most favorable circumstances

1. A classic casé, reported in Whyte 1655, is that of the Cornerville group known
as the Cream Puffs for many years, hecause someone had heard one member say “Aw
shucks!" when a store was out of something he wanted to buy.

2. In any survey, we run across a few lower-class subjects who openly and defiantly
endorse lower-class values, A woman of 55 answered all of the questions in the Lower
East Side survey (Labov 19664) in this style. She tald me that when asked by a previons
inferviewer about her job aspirations, she had answered, “To be a prostitute!”, and
claimed that she would curse and swear 1o anyone, it didn’t matter who. But one
of her married daughters disagreed, “Not when you answer the phone, Mal"
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will their vernacular system emerge. In old age, much of this
superposed variation disappears, But it is still an open question how
much the basic vernacular system changes in the course of a life-
time.3

1

2, Members and Lames

In our work on sound change, we are concerned with the work-
ing-class vernacular rather than an upper-class dialect because it
forms the main stream in the history of the language. The vernacular
aflects a much larger number of speakers in a more intimate way
than the standard and the transmission of linguistic tradition through
successive peer groups takes place in the subculture dominated by
the vernacular (which we refer to as the vernacular culture). But
even in the most solid working-class areas, there are many isolated
children who grow up without being members of any vernacular
peer group and a steadily increasing number of individuals split
away from the vernacular culture in their adolescent years.

The black English vernacular currently refers to such isolated
individuals as fumes. They are not hip, since they do not hang out.
It is only by virtue of being available and on the street every day
that anyone can acquire the deep familiarity with local doings and
the sure command of {ocal siang that are needed fo participate in
vernacular culture. To be lame means to be outside of the central
group and its culture; it is a negative characterization and does not
imply any single set of social characteristics. Some lames can’t or
won't fight—they are cowards or weaklings; some are “good” in that
they do not steal, smoke, shoot up dope, or make out, but others may
be just as tough or just as “‘bad” as peer-group members; they may

3. This is a crucial question for the interpretation of standard dialectological
materials and even more important for our current work in tracing sound changes
in progress through distribution through age levels (“apparent time™). Earlier reports
in real time are of course essential supports for any argument about change in progress,
no matter how fragmentary they may be. But it is also possible to show from internal
distribution what changes have been occurring later in life, since these superposed
rules do not have the regular character of the earlier vernacular, Responses to formal
questions. like minimal pair tests, will often show a newly acquired norm, quite
distinct from the pattern of speech. An B0-year-old man from central Pennsylvania,
for example, made a clear distinction between hock and hawk, Don and dawn in
his connected speech, but reported them as the same and merged them in his produc-
tion of minimal pairs-—at a completely different point in phonological space.

% Ly 2 e 2 e Wt

T

TR

f gy s s o

The Linguistic Consequences of Being a Lame 259

merely be distant, going their own way with their own concerns.
What all lames have in common is that they lack the knowledge
which is necessary to run any kind of a game in the vernacular
culture. The term lame can carry a great deal of contempt especially
where someone pretends to knowledge he doesn't have. One of the
epic statements of vernacular culture, “The Fall”, begins on this note
as shown in the epigraph to this chapter. Again we find that in
“Mexicali Rose”, the protagonist puts down his main man, Smitty,
because he hit on a girl and failed.

Smitty dipped easy and from behind

“Lame, you think your game is stronger than mine?”

Sam said, “Not only is my game stronger, but my spiel is tougher,
So move over, Jake, and watch me work."4

There are many reasons for someone to be lame. Separation from
the peer group may take place under the influence of parenis, or
of school, or of the individual's own perception of the advantages
of the dominant culture for him; on the other hand, he may be too
sick or too weak to participate in the peer-group vernacular activi-
ties, or he may be rejected hy the peer-groups as mentally or morally
defective (a punk). In our work in south-central Harlem, we encoun-
tered many examples of all these factors; one of the most important
is the active intervention of parents. For example, a swimming team
at Milbank recreation center is said to have been broken up when
th? fnoll?er of Ricky S. objected to his “hanging around with Stanley
an’ 'em.”

A high concentration of iames will be found in any selective social
institution or activity which requires the active participation of
parents, such as the Vacation Day Camps mentioned in the previous
chapter.® Since parents had to enroll boys in the program, and it was
run in schools by adults, this “VDC" series contrasts as a whole with
data provided by the Thunderbirds, Jet, and Cobra peer groups,
formed apart from and in spite of the influence of parents and
schools.

4. From the version of Big Brown, recorded in New York City in 1965.

5. Although the selection of Vacation Day Camps was done on a geographically
random basis, the individual subjects in the camps were not chosen randomly. They
were boys who were not engaged in sporis or any other social activity at the time,
anri‘ the bias of the VDC selection was therefore increased in the direction of isolates
or lames.
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Social institutions like the early grades of the public schools will
of course include both lames and members of the vernacular culture
(hereafter referred to as members). Teachers, testers, educational
psychologists, and linguists who work or hang out only in schools
have no way of distinguishing these categories. Only by working
oulside of these institutions can we obtain an overall view of stu-
dents’ status and estimate the relative size of the vernacular compo-
nent. The importance of this knowledge for an analysis of educa-
tional problems cannot be overstated. Chapler 6 showed that lames
in Harlem schools read only one or two grades behind the national
norms and generally follow an upward curve of reading achieve-
ment; but the large body of peer-group members show a very much
lower pattern with a ceiling at the fourth grade reading level. The
ability to distinguish lames from members is even more important
for linguists trying to study the vernacular, for as we shall see, lames
and members differ systematically in their grammars as well as in
their school performance.

What are the percentages of members and lames in any inner city
population? One answer to this question appears in our study of the
peer groups located in a 13-story apartment building in a low-income
project, 1390 Fifth Avenue. With help from the boys themselves, we
carried out an enumeration of all youth living in this building. Table
7.1 shows the population of boys from 6 to 19 years old. The 17
Thunderbirds range from 9 to 13 years, and make up 45 percent of
the 38 boys in this range. The 7 Oscar Brothers, a related older group,
make up 33 percent of the boys in the 16-t0-18 age range.® Table 7.1
also indicates some of the reasons that boys are not members. Some
have different family backgrounds—West Indian or Puerto Rigcan. At
least one is kept at home by his parents. Some go to Catholic schooels.
In any case, it is evident that the Thunderbirds are the only self-
organized peer-group in their age range, and the rest are isolated
individuals, who are lames by definition. We interviewed four of

6. The Oscar Brothers are not in fact a named group like the Thunderbirds. They
are an informal hang-out group of older boys, including several older brothers of the
Thunderbirds, who have helped them out once or twice in fights with other groups
in the neighborhood. No one is sure how the name "QOscar Brothers” criginated; it
probably refers to the Big O (Oscar Robertson). The Oscar Brothers themselves say
the name is used only by the younger boys. In accounts of great fights in the history
of the Thunderbirds, the leader Boot is quoled as saying, “Go get the Oscar Brothers!"
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TABLL 7.1.
RELATION OF CENTRAL PEER GROUPS TO ALL BOYS
6 TO 19 IN 1390 FIFTH AVENUE

Boy's age 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 12 13 toal

6 n n
n
7 n nn n :
2 n n nn p 5
n n T i} T n nn
10 n f il 17 T nh 193
n n TT T T ] T 7
12 T T A 3
13 nh T n n Th T n T "
J; n n n n n n n n pn nn 12
? nn n n n n nn nn 10
1? n nn 0 n n 0 no 10
" 0 0 fi n 6
n 0
I n ni 5
¢}
- 9%
T = Thunderbird il = p i
T = Gscar Brother A= \A'J."(-E:l“:n?:ira:ln
n = nonmember h = kept at home

these boys individually: we will refer to them as the 1390 Lames”
I\'fleln.lbership is demonstrated by actual participation in grou;;
actlw'ues, but it appears quite clearly in answers to the hang-out
question in individual interviews. We can plot answers to “Who are
a!l the cats you hang out with?” on sociometric diagrams such ag
Fig. 7.1, which shows members of the Thunderbirds from 10 1o 13.7
The double lines show symmetrical naming; the lighter Iines Wili’l
arrow heads indicate a naming by someone wha is not named in
retu!'n. The leaders Boot and Roger and central members Mone
David, Ricky, Junior, Calvin are bound by a network of mutu:l'
nami‘ngs. A younger subgroup is formed by Billy, Gary, and Robbie
The isolated position of lames Del, Lesley, and Curtis is apparent:

) 7. There are sevelfal nine-year-olds invelved who were not interviewed, The verhal
eader llioat has a great many connections with outsiders, while the nonverbal leader
Roger, is located entirely within the Thundoerbirds, -
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Lesley @\ @ Curtis
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. Fig. 7.1, Hang-out pattern of the Thunderbirds.
*

3. Linguistic Differentiation of
Preadolescent Members and Lames

make the most precise comparison of lames and peer-group
mt‘alrut’fb{:;g by pairing thlf 1390 Lames with the '_l"hundtlarblirds. The
Aces, who were located in the neighboring project buqdmg, are a
peer group which we can expect to match the Thunderlblrds. On. the
other hand, the Vacation Day Camp series should be intermediate,
since it includes some local boys we know as members as well as
a good many lames. The VDC series also covers a much wider area
than the Jet, Cobra, and Thunderbird territory, and some Poys re-
ported membership in named groups that we were not familiar with.
In the following analysis we will then present four groups of
preadolescent speakers: The Thunderbirds, the Aces, 10 boys from
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the VDC series, and the 1390 Lames. It must be remembered thal
all of these boys appear to speak the biack vernacular at first hearing.
None of them are middle-class or standard speakers who would stand
cut from the others as obviously speaking a different dialect; the
linguistic differences we will shoir here emerge only on close analy-
sis. All groups use the same linguistic variables and the differences
in the system are internal variations in the organization of similar
rules: differential weightings of variable constraints,

To ilfustrate this general point, consider the following fight story
from Lesley C., one of the 1390 Lames:

See, Book pushed the deor and Calvin pushed it back on
him an' then they start pushing each other an’ then they
started to fight . . . Book was holding Calvin by the neck
and Calvin had his han' up at his face . . . Book was almost
crying and then Book got a cut right down his nose. (Who
won that fight?) I say it was Calvin 'cause he ain't cry or
bleed.

There are no grammatical items here which distinguish Lesley's
speech from BEV; it has the characteristic syntax of a BEV fight
narrative and ends with one of the most marked BEV forms, ain't
for didn’t. But Lesley is a lame,® and his language reflects this fact.
To see how it does so, we will have to look more closely at the Lame
use of BEV variable rules.

Table 7.2 shows some of the phonological indices that differentiate
these four groups. The variables presented here are the same as those
which operate in the white community and have been extensively
studied in New York City (Social Stratification) and in Detroit (Shuy,
Wolfram, and Riley 1967). A detailed description of the first four
variables in the adult white community is given in chapter 3 of
Sociolinguistic Patferns. For a description of the variables of Table
7.2 in the black community see CRR 3288: Vol, 1 and chapters 1-4
of this volume. :

The comparisons of Table 7.2 do not give data on Style A, the

8. Lesley is far enough outside of the group that he has gotten Boot's name wrong,
It is usually pronounced without any final consonant {bu}, and for a long time we
ourselves thought his name was Boo, but one day he visited us with sneakers labelied
across the toes BOOT, Lesley has reconstructed a [k] for the final consonant, a common
form of hypercorrection in a dialect where den has become dent.
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TABLE 7.2
LINGUISTIC CORRELATES OF PFER-GROUP STAIUS: groups all show a low figure from 4 10 7 percent. Only the 1390 Lames
PHONOLOGICAL VARIABLES FOR PREADOLESCENTS use a sizeable percentage of constricted [r], at (r# #v)-21.
e 1w ostuppreral 1 variable is (6. the percentage of constricted [] in
Vatiable Style P T-Birds Series Lames pos Vl(?l?a Ic position where the next word does not begin with a
e ! — voweli in car, card, fear, beard. This always operates at lower levels
2. (r##V) 8 06 o4 o7 21 lhfm (r# #V), and in Table 7.2 the beer groups are at 00, just as in
b0 g g; ?g ?; (3)? ?I:.V. ?nly the Lames show any sign of [r] in speech, But in more
D % 23 20 51 1 ;)lrma shlyles, we see a regular sl‘ope of upward shifling. Figure 7.2
2. (dh) 8 144 14 140 B4 fhot“’sf ‘ihﬂf "tl!f slope of style shifting for the 1390 Lames is twice
C R 57 20 38 at ol the other groups, so that in Style D, the La
o 108 70 77 44 of the time. y mes use [r] half
3. (ing) 3" 1(;3 31 ;49 (;g) The (dh) index represents a stigmatized feature, the frequency of
" (KS“) K B ot 94 % 5 St0p§ and aanatgs for the initial consonant of /8/ in this and then.
b - B o4 59 3% 61 (Unlike the other indices, it does not run from 0-100, but 0-200.) It
¢ (KDy) —K B 81 74 81 19 does not form as regular a pattern as the r variables among adoles-
d. v B 24 4 24 16 cents, but Table 7.2 clearly shows that the 1390 Lames are lower than
4b-4c =7 ~15 —46 +42 the Aces and T-Birds in their use of this feature. The VDC seri
No. of speakers 4 8 10 4 is lower than th h . ; . eries
an the others only in reading style, but as a whole resem-
bles the peer groups more than the Lames.
speech used in group sessions, since the lames were recorded only
in individual interviews; they include three progressively more
formal styles where an increasing amount of attention is paid to 100
speech. Style B is the main body of conversation, Style C is reading
style, and Style D includes word lists and minimal pairs where the
maximum amount of ;attention is concentrated on the variable. 80 -
The first two variables deal with postvocalic r, which yields fine-
grained stylistic and social stratification in many areas where the
60 ~

vernacular is or has been r-less—New England, the upper and lower
South, Hawaii, and New York City. As we saw in chapter 2, the black -

. . %
community generally shows a higher degree of r-lessness than the

white community and a sharper slepe of style shifting between 40 A

conversational and reading styles. In general, it can be said that the

r variables are more important in the black community than any- ——— 1390 Lames

where else as indicators .of formal, educated speech. This is even 20 = e ;f‘__

more true in black communities in r-pronouncing areas, such as e a2 =we==—== VDC Series

Philadelphia or Los Angeles. ___,_-_-:“"__.-——-—-""""/.’/ —— e T-Birds
The first index is (r# #V)—the percentage of constricted [r] used _ 0 "'""-_T ‘ —

in final position when the next word begins with a vowel, as in four B C D T Aces

o'clock. This variable operates at a very high level in the white

community, but in connected speech the Aces, T-Birds, and VDC Style

Fig. 7.2, Use of the variable (r) by preadolescent groups.
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Perhaps the most sensitive sociolinguistic variable for BQV groups
is {ing)—the percentage of [in] variants for un'slressed /ing/. It is
typical of BEV speakers to go from {ing)-00 in causal speecl? to
{ing)-100 in reading. All of these preadolescent speakers show an (ing]
index of 100 or close to it in their reading styles C and D, and Table
7.2 therefore shows only Style B. The T-Birds and Aces adhere
closely to the vernacular level, but the VDC speakers and ?he 1390
Lames use the prestige variant almost one quarter of the tlrpe.

‘The last five lines of Table 7.2 concern the deletion of -1.d in ﬁn:?l
consonant clusters. As we saw in chapter 2, this (KD) variable is
subdivided into four subvariables, depending on the values of two
environmental features: the absence or presence of a grammatical
boundary before the final /t/ or /d/ (passed vs. past) and the absence
or presence of a following vowel (pussed me vs._passed ov.er). The
combination of these gives us the four subcategories shown in Table

7.2

(KDyn) —K past me
(KDMM)WV past us
(KDp) K passed me
(KDp) \Y passed us

The index numbers represent the average frequency of deletion. of
/t/ or /d/ in these contexts. All follow the regular rule by showing
jower figures before a vowel than before a consonant, i-and 'lower
figures for KDp than KDy,y. The overall level of t.d deletion is also
remarkably similar. Buta very important difference betwe.en the 1390
Lames and the others appears in the crossproducts—that is, the cases
where one factor favors the operation of the rule and the other does
not. In these intermediate cases, we can see which of the t:wo con-
straints on the variable rule is more important. It is plainly :[he
phonological constraint for the T-Birds, the Aces, and the VDC series,
and the effect of the grammatical boundary is much less by com-
parison, But for the 1390 Lames, the presence of a grammatical
boundary is much more important, and KD, K is much lower
than KDy —— V. In this respect, the 1390 Lames show 'theg same
pattern as the white nonstandard vernacular of New York City.? Thus

9. Siudies of other white nonstandard dialects (south-central Texas, Ai!anta. Co-
lumbus, Detroit) show thet the grammatical constraint is regularly predominant over
the phonological consiraint, just as with the white control group in the New York

City studies.
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we see a characteristic difference in the weighting of the variable
constraints on the t,d deletion rule:

1 BEV rule of Aces, Thunderbirds and VDC:
t.d—s (#)/[+cons] #(B) — *(~syl)
2 General rule of 1390 Lames, adults, and white groups

t.d — (#)/[+cons] *(#) — #(—syl)

This qualitative difference in the organization of the deletion rule
emerges from a quantitative study of natural speech. It represents
a regular development with age as well as a difference among social
groups, since even the peer-group members shift to rule 2 when they
become adults. The predominant standard English pattern is heavily
against deletion in past tense forms, and its influence is thus felt in
the internal reorganization of the vernacular rule; since the 1380
Lames are isolated from the black vernacular and are most sensitive
to SE influence, they are aligned in the SE direction from the outset,t*

In the overall pattern of Table 7.2, the VDC series is cleser to the
BEV peer groups than to the 1390 Lames. There are, however, four
measures where the VDC subjects are shifted in the direction of the
Lames and away from the peer groups. For all these variables, the
T-Birds and the Aces are remarkably similar.

We next consider a more complex phenomenon: the operation of
rules for contraction and deletion of is as a realization of the copula
and auxiliary be. Here the comparison will be confined to two
groups—the Thunderbirds and the 1390 Lames, who are directly
opposed in their relation to the BEV subculture. The upper half of
Table 7.3 shows the actual number of full forms (F), contracted forms
(C), and deleted forms (D) for both the Thunderbirds and 1390 Lames,
subclassified in a variety of grammatical environments. We follow
the analysis of chapter 3 in subdividing the cases into those which
begin with a full noun phrase (NP—) and those which begin with
a pronoun (pro_—). Within each of these, we consider three possi-
bilities: that the following element is a noun phrase or sentence
{—NP, S), a predicate adjeclive or locative (__PA, Loc), or & verb

10, The influence on the 1390 Lames may come from several directions: parents,
the mass media, teachers, or other adolescents outside of the BEV influence. The fact
that their pattern matches that of the white nonstandard speakers in many delails
does not necessarily show any direct influence, since they are moving towards SE
tlong the same axes from a greater distance,
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with -ing or gonrna (__Vy, gn). Our general study of contraction and
deletion of the copula in chapter 3 showed that there is progressively
more contraction and deletion in these three environments, and more
after pronouns than after full noun phrases. The form of the rule
in the analysis of contraction and deletion presented in chapter 3
shows that the rule which deletes is is dependent upon the contrac-
tion rule and operates only upon auxiliaries with single consonants
praduced by contraction. The contraction rule is essentially the same
as that which operates in the white dialects; the deletion rule is found
only in BEV! and appears to be uniform throughout the various
vernacular communities. The differences which we will now exam-
ine have to do with the level of use of the two rules, rather than
their specific forms.

The probabilities which govern the use of variable rules can be
expressed by the quantity g, ranging between 0 and 1; the lower half
of Table 7.3 gives overall values of ¢ for the contraction rule, oper-
ating upon F to give C, and for the deletion rule, operating upon
C to give .

The data on contraction for the 1390 Lames is limited, but it is
sufficient to show that they use this rule in the same way as the
Thunderbirds, The overall probability of contraction rule for the
Thunderbirds is .73, and for the Lames .65; furthermore, they follow
the same pattern throughout the six subcases.'? But the Thunderbirds
and Lames are diametrically opposed in their use of the deletion rule:
.52 for the Thunderbirds and only .12 for the Lames. And where the
Thunderbirds follow the regular pattern of variable constraints that
we find in all other BEV speakers, the 1390 Lames do not. Figure
7.3 contrasts the use of the deletion rule for the Lames and T-Birds

11, The few systematic studies of syntax in southern white communities show that
is is not deleted in any regular pattern, but that are is absent quite regularly. The
delotion of are may be the result of an extension of the contraction rule, or the
contraction rule following on the rule for deletion of postvocalic schwa (chapter 3).
Contraction may also be responsible for the reported absence of is after this in some
speakers (James Sledd, pers. comm.). Contraction is normally constrained in this
position, but when it does happen, voicing assimilation and the simplification of
geminates would remove the resulting sibilant. We would expect, of course that some
white spenkers will be influenced by blacks in this respect, and that the deletion of
is will be found in the South. But on current evidence, it is a black pattern.

12. As we can see here, contraction and deletion are similar rules and respond to
the same general grammatical constraints—a preceding pronoun and a following verb
both favor the rule.
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TARBLE 7.3,
USE OF CONTRACTION AND DELETION RULES
BY THUNDERBIRDS AND 1390 LAMES

Number of forms

Thunderbirds 1390 Lames

F C D N F C D N
is 68 100 110 278 18 30 4 52
NP -
NP, S 43 16 3 62 9 3 1 13
_.PA, Loc 10 9 6 25 5 2 1] 7
— V1, gn 4 0 4 4 [i] 1 0 1
Pro__
—NP, S 4 46 29 79 1 8 1 0
—PA, Loc 11 21 29 61 3 9 1 13
—Vn, gn 0 8 39 47 0 7 1 8
Use of the contraction and deletion rules
Pe ¥p Pe ¥p
(C + D)/N DAC + D) (C+ DY/N DAC + D)
is 73 52 65 2
NP__
NP, 8 kil 16 ki1l 25
—PA, Loc 40 39 29 {.00)
-V, gn 1.00 100 (1.00} {.00)
Pro._. : '
—NP, S .95 39 90 n
—PA, Loc 82 .58 77 10
—Vn, gn 1.00 83 1.00 A2
F: full form

C: contracted form
D: deleted form
N: total numbers of instances for each group

for the six subcases and adds a comparison on the absence of are.
The Lames’ use of the rule is minimal: they delete the copula often
enough so that it is evident that the rule is present in their system,
but it is plainly being suppressed. In this respect, as in the case of
-td deletion, the 1390 Lames have brought their rule system into
alignment with that of the dominant white society.

There are also a number of grammatical features of BEV which
demonstrate the linguistic differentiation of the Lames. For these
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1.00 NP A
pro_ ’
.80 -
.00
|
40
.20 g pro
. a B NP-
00 - T '
vy, gn
" _NP,S _PA, itoc N, BN 4 are
A T-Birds
W 1390 Lames

Fig. 73. Use of deletion rule for is and are by preadclescent
Thunderbirds and 1390 Lames.

grammatical variables we can contrast 12 of the Thunderbirds with
Lames. : ]

fml].r ;3893 uses the dummy subject it where standard English uses

there, as in It's a difference or It’s a policeman at the door.' This

is not a categorical rule, but it rises to a very high frequency in the

- yernacular, The T-Birds use 79 percent it and only 21 perc.ent there;
the 1390 Lames use 91 percent there and only 9 percent it.

2. in BEV, the rule of negative concord operates regularly to
indefinites any and ever within the clause, so that Nebody kno_ws
nothing about it is expected in place of Noqu¥ lmows. anything
(chapter 4). In all white nonstandard dialects, t!us is an optional rule.
The T-Birds apply the negative concord rule in 98 percent of these
cases, the 1390 Lames only 76 percent of the time. We have here a
qualitative contrast between a semicategorical use of the rule and
a variable one.

3. One of the characteristic features of informal southern syntax
is the use of inverted word order in embedded questions: 'I as'ked
him could he do it instead of the northern form I asked him if he
could do it. This is the normal use in BEV but is heaFd only rarely
in northern white dialects. The Thunderbirds use the inverted order

N
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without if BO percent of the time, the 1390 Lames only 20 percent.
We saw in chapter 2 that this feature was quite compelling for many
members, but it is not so for Lames.

There are many more such indicators which we might select from
our grammatical studies of BEV, but by now the overall pattern
shouid be apparent. Categorical or semicategorical rules of BEV are
weakened to variable rules by the Lames; rules that are in strong
use in BEV are reduced to a low level by the Lames. Whenever there
is a contrast between SE and BEV, the language of the Lames is
shifted dramatically towards SE. In many cases, this leads to a close
alignment between the Lames and white nonstandard vernaculars.
This does not necessarily imply that the Lames are modeling their
behavior directly on the white nonstandard speakers, but rather that
their interaction with SE patterns brings them from a point farther
away from SE to roughly the same distance as members of the white
vernacular culture.

If we now return to the speech of Lesley C. on page 263, his
distance from the vernacular becomes more apparent. Lesley uses
the [in] version three times in a row in connected speech, which is
simply not done by members. He preserves consonant clusters in
the second pushed (the first is neutralized), and in almost crying,
though he deletes the -d in and and hand. The use of the preterit
ain’t shows that Lesley is within the BEV system, but his use of that
system is lame.

4. Verbal Agreement and Disagreement for Members and Lames

For a broader view of the contrast between the language of mem-
bers and lames, we can turn to a series of measures which are very
sensgitive to distance from the vernacular culture. In general, we can
say that the biack vernacular has no agreement between subject and
verb. There is one exception: some agreement is clearly registered
in the finite forms of be. Here the 1st person singular regularly has
contracted 'm, 3rd person singular has is or 's when realized, and
other persons when realized mostly have are, sometimes is. Aside
from this, we have invariant verb forms with no relation to the
person and number of the subject. Forms in -s are rarely found for
have, do, don’t, want, or say. The invariant form for be in the past
is was, not were. These [acls are illustrated by Tables 7.4 and 7.5,
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TABLE 7.4. WANT SAY
DO, WANT, !
PERSON-NUMBER AGREEMENT OF HAVE, ,
FOR BEV PEER-GROUP MEMBERS AND OTHER GROUPS -
iiiiii H;é Do Don’t Want Sﬁa!
Group +3 =35 #3335 +3 =35 435 43
Cluby m 1
¥ -5 5 0 0 0 2 0 2
clob members (31 ;: il 44 20 44 61 163 1(; 2;;
: -5 [ 0 2 1 7 0
Oscar Brothers (3) ;: " o ;: » a o ; 3
Lames (10) -5 6 0 1 G 10 0 ? ™
f: L] 9 8 8 18 107 2 "
—s 2 0 13 0 8 o
oot € l; 8 23 0 40 17 74 2 0

+ 35 = third singular subjects
— 35 = other subjects

i w the actual forms used by 31 club members, including
;v‘-}é‘i(;tcllss.,!:ces. Jets, and Cobras. A total of 10 -5 forms are fofund for
all 31 club members for the five verbs, as figamst 395 zero o:m;;;
hardly enough to indicate any basis for sub]t.act-verb agreeme; .20/0
ratios of zero to -8 forms for the five successive vgrbs are 2;/ , ‘s'
61/2, 16/2, and 268/1. In Table 7.5, ths predominates and were i

ionally in all environments.
usrt;‘ieogggzlr:)(;l tllin):a of Tables 7.4 and 7.5 shows the figures forl lhrge
Oscar Brothers. As al*l older, informal peer group they are already

. qEtnanT S AND WIERE
OR WA
PERSON-NUMBER AGREEMENT F
FOR BEV PEER-GROUP MEMBERS AND OTHER GROUPS

1st Sing. 3rd Sing. Elsewhere

Aux Verb Aux Verb Aux Verb

51

Club members (31) was: 40 54 54 11; 5; .
were; 2 2 13 - ’ S

Oscar Brothers (3) was: n 13 8 . 2 ;
were: 0 0 0 . ! :

Lames (10) was: 13 19 28 . :
Ve ; 2 22 72 0 4

Inwood (8) was: 1 4 :

were; 0 0 0 0 2
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beginning to modify their speech in the direction characteristic of
adults. They show 22 -s forms allogether in Table 7.4, though the
predominant use is still the zero form in all cases except want. In
Table 7.5, they show a clear tendency towards the use of were with
the plural and 2nd person singular.

The third line of Tables 7.4 and 7.5 shows the figures for 10 lames,
drawn from the T-Bird, Cobra, and Jet areas. There is a clear reversal
of the BEV pattern for have and want, where has and wants are
preferred in 3rd person singular contexts. There is also a proncunced
shift towards doesn’t. In Table 7.4, only do and say keep their ver-
nacular forms. In Table 7.5, the Lames have clearly adopted sub-
ject-verb agreement. They show almost no were with 1st and ard
person singular and use mainly were forms elsewhere.

The last line of Tables 7.4 and 7.5 gives us a comparison with the
white Inwood groups, speakers of the nonstandard New York City
vernacular. There is no deviation from the standard pattern of
agreement for have, do, or say, A few anomalies appear for want
and was/were. The only place where there is any sizeable lack of
agreement is with the predominant use of don’t for doesn’t with third
person singular subjects. Note that the Lames match the Inweod
group closely on this verb and differ from the Inwood group only
on do and say.

The pattern of agreement and disagreement can be summed up
in Table 7.6, which shows the use of the standard marker of agree-
ment for the five auxiliaries studied in Tables 7.4 and 7.5. The club

TABLE 7.6,
USE OF STANDARD VERB FORMS
8Y CLUB MEMBERS, LAMES, AND WHITES

Percent

Present tense

forms of verb Ciub members Lames Inwood
has (3rd sg.) 19 60 100
doesn’t {3rd sg ) a3 36 32
were (2nd sg., pl.) 4 83 100
does (3rd sg.) 00 13 100
says {3rd sg.) 04 o 100
No. of subjects: N 10 8

—_— _
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members use these forms with very low frequency. The Lames use
has and were and show some use of doesn’t. The white Inwecod group
uses all of them except doesn’t, where its use is about that of the
Lames. '

We can therefore conclude that the use of has, were, and doesn't
is a clear sign of shifting away from the black vernacular which

distinguishes lames from members.

5. Analysis of the Jet Membership

Having determined that the lames are indeed marked linguistically
by their distance from the vernacular culture, we can ask whether
the same principle may not operate within the central peer groups
as well. [f peer-group pressures are important in maintaining the
vernacular in its present uniform state and in resisting the pressures
of other dialects, then those who are most bound by the norms of
the group should show the most consisient form of the vernacular.
It is the leaders of vernacular peer groups who are most closely
governed by group norms, as Whyte (1955) and others have shown,
We might therefore ask what linguistic consequences follow if we
decompose the group into leaders and followers, core and periphery,
and see if peer-group pressures can make such fine discriminations,

The largest of the groups that we studied in south-central Harlem
was the Jets, the adolescent club which dominated West 112th Street
between Eighth Avenue and St. Nicholas Avenue.® Figure 7.4 shows
the distribution of the Jet membership in that area; altogether, 36
persons were interviewed. There are plainly two centers from a
geographic point of view: one is concentrated on the short block
between Seventh and St. Nicholas Avenues—the 100's block—and
the other at the far end of the 200's block, near Eighth Avenue. 't
These areas also represent two separate subgroups in social orga-

nization.

13. The analyses of the social structure of the Jets and the conceptual framework
uscd here are the work of Teresa Labov, to whom ! am greatly indebted. For further
analysis of peer tarminology, club names, the associative plural and ‘em, and the
relations of hang-out groups to the club, see T. Labov 1969,

14. There are also one or two scatiered members to the north, including the
president. Stanley. but this is a result of revent relocation by his family. The apari-
ment rented by jobn Lewis {club house) is located in the middle of the 100’5 block.
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Fig. 74. Location of the [els in th-
ety eaion o | south-centeal Harlem. * = John

——

‘ "{"hc:-]ets are a street club, organized by the members, without adull
fnitiation, supervision, or guidance. As a named clu :
the following features: o the Jels have

: ;eealgggsl:: president, vice-president, war-lord, and prime minister.
. A name.

. A history and mythology.

A song,

. Initiation ceremonies,

- An associated junior club,

\‘lm'mahcom,_\

The history of the Jets goes back to 1958, It was formed as a junier
clyb 1o'the Red Devils, which was then headed by Mickey Ci)]lins
Mickey's younger brother Slanley became the president of the }uniorl
club and has continued to be the number ene man in all the varjoys
changes that the group has been through. The Little Red Devils, with
about 16 members, were renamed the Little Diamonds in 19230' in
1862 became in rapid succession the Jets, the Cobrastetas, the Hor'se—
men, and again the Jets, 15 Shortly before we contacted th|em in 1965

the numb(_ers of the Jets were doubled by the joining up of th 's
block, giving a total membership of 35 tg 40, s ° 2005
. The il?tema?l 'structure of the Jets is much mare complex than we
. :::1 Leiljﬁ::; ;ts is '1? }ﬂ:o?u{t}:l.of geogxialiphy, local interests, and primary

. CiuD 1s actually a su i izati
the largest unit of social structure i: the vii;‘;rgli?a?iiﬁﬁ‘:z]zc?;lf:i‘

15. The Cobras, located on 115th-118th St
r X d on 115th- alreels, was at ane time a b ;
af "t‘.e time of the .s!udy was in conflict with the Jets. In 1962, the Cobrar:lv’\:::ec:::, !
as the Jets for a time, which explains the rapid shifting of names. o
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into existence only on ritual occasions or at moments of crisis in
conflict with another group. Members normally associate in hang-out
groups, smaller aggregates who are involved in a range of daily
transactions quite distinct from the Jet activilies. As we will see
below, the primary influence and major control on linguistic behav-
ior is exercised by these hang-out groups.

Our most systematic information on the structure of the hang-out
groups is derived from two questions: "Is there a bunch of cats you
hang out with?” and “Of all the cats you hang with, who's the
leader?” These data yield sociometric diagrams such as Fig. 7.5,
which shows the hang-out groups in the 100's block. Again, the main
social links are the reciprocal namings, shown as heavy dark lines,
Connections with the 200's block are quite weak: there are no such
reciprocal namings between the 100's and 200's. Fig. 7.5 shows that
the leader, Stanley, is a pivotal member of two distinct hang-out
groups of core members. One is the “six best fighters:” Deuce,
Vaughn, Larry, Jesse, Ronald, and Stanley. The other is a group of
five that owns and flies pigeons on the roof-tops: Stanley, Hop,
Rednall, Doug, and Rel. At the lower end of Fig. 7.5 is a group of
younger members, from 12 to 14; the cuore members at the upper end
are 15 to 16 years old. The complete pattern of namings is shown
in Table 7.7, in which the Jets are broken down into core, secondary,
and peripheral members. Core members are clearly marked in the
number of reciprocal namings, with at least two, and as many as
eight; secondary and peripheral members have only one or two. The
secondary members of the Jets are located entirely within the struc-
ture where they hold an inferior status; this is their primary “social
address.” Peripheral members, on the other hand, are partially de-
lached from the group because they are older, live at a distance, or
have other interests, but not because they have lower status.’® They
are less under the control of the group, and we may therefore expect
them to be less dominated by it in their linguistic patterns.

On the outer edge of the networks in Fig. 7.5 we see a few lames
who name some Jets in the hang-out question, but are not normally
mentioned in turn by anyone (with one exception, by a peripheral
member). These are definitely not considered members by anyone,

16. Senior members such as Deuce are aclually peripheral in this sense. Other
members of the Jet age range who are under pressure from parents to break away,
but resist this pressure, may also hold & respected paosition, as with Ricky S.
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core show the highest use of this rule, the
and both sets of secondary members again
he mast striking fact is that the peripheral
n rule less than half as much as

of the group in the 100's
200's core slightly lower,
considerably lower use. T
members and lames use the deletio

core members. ,
1f we now compare Table 7.8 with Tables 7.4 and 7.5, it is evident

that the Oscar Brothers and the peripheral members of the Jets are
in the same relative position. These are older, somewhat wiser
members who have begun to emerge from their total immersion in
the vernacular culture. They are not lames—they have not lost their

knowledge of local ways and doings; but they have begun to show

the effects of a greater awareness of the larger cultural matrix in

which the black English vernacular is embedded. They would nor-
mally be considered “bidialectal,” and they would give oulside
observers the strong impression that they were capable of switching
abruptly between the vernacular and a more standard dialect. But
even the most casual style in group sessions among these older
members shaws a distinct shift away from the vernacular. In general,
we do not find bidialectalism in this simple sense of switching from
a new to an older dislect. Learning 8 new sef of closely related rules
inevitably influences the form of the old rules. Turning to the lames,
we observe the same kind of shift away from the vernacular—but
at a younger age, with different consequences. The lames have not
passed through the same period of adalescent jmmersion in the
vernacular culture. Though they arrive al a similar grammatical
stance, the lames do not have the deep experience of the subculture
which peripheral members have absorbed. How much of this early
knowledge can be retrieved from older members wha have shifted
away from the vernacular in their awn personal use of the BEV
rules? We will return to this jmportant question in section 6.

Not ail of the features of the vernacular show a regular gradation
from the core members of the Jets outward. Some vernacular rules
are intact for everyone, One such case is negative concord within the
clause, which operates categorically in BEV to yield Nobody never
saw noihin’ like that instead of Nobody ever saw anything Iike that
{see chapter 4 in this volume). Thirty-one of the 37 individuals
interviewed in the Jet area showed 100 percent use of this rule; the
remaining six are all individual cases and do not show any kind of

pattern.
There are also some markers of BEV which are common to all

AP
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Eir:;bcf:rs, tb‘ut thgir use differentiates the lames sharply, giving the
of pattern that we saw in section 3. F' !
i o iy . For example, all members
y it much more often than dum here i
sentences as It's g difference. The i A
: e s members range from 60 t
percent use of dummy it; i of
percent | y it; but the lames use it only 23 percent of
if the primary mechanism of soci
: social control is the hang-out
gﬁshﬁuiljnﬁr:ddl'?gal ldifferenn’aeicm of clubs and of uniti wilhgi?:'h%
. ot difficult to locate examples of specific linguisti
tures which are generalized through imory aror b
4 t a primary group. Th
for example, may be dift atod from. e oo
, may be differentiated from the Jets i i
to use skr- for str- (as in skreet} h Caneling Tontay
. $ —a coastal South Carolina featur
L;l::f:rgﬁs ge‘ent;ald?pted by members, including those with no famﬂ;
nd in that area. In general, we find no lati
linguistic features used b ‘ O o erenoen
y members and the geographic b
of their family; whatever regi i e ks oo,
. : gional influence i i
eralized throughoaut the group. appears fs quickly gen-
},\hr.n.ore spef:iﬁc highly localized feature is the pronunciation
anbs i-it [EBIll Jizt] for t_he common tag an’shit. A small tightly-knit
f}l: group within the six hest fighters of the [ets core members uses
is form r_egularllwaarry. Jesse, and Vaughn.'® There are also a
:;l;?ber ;:f mtonan.onal features and vocabulary items which di‘ffer-
tok:::: L fe gt::ﬁ ;rliaéar tg[}nups and subgroups within them. Such small
entification bear witne:
pressures exerted on language. 5 t0 the powerful group
e';‘he s;)cl:;al organization known as the jets has persisted for man
i’hezf[ ;; : " t:zg;:ia;):dmary st;bility, in spite of opposition from all D);"
oups in the community. The adults i
consider them “hoodiums™; the sche : o thers o
; ols have suspended their leadi
members; the courts have sent se ' ety
it : veral to correctional institutions;
wgatth:zh:glg:b]orlmg iroups of their own age are even more hosti'llzl
ains i '
iohe P the success of the Jeis as a stable social institu-
anl;;x;;egfhagl; it ig‘c}llear that there are socioeconomic factors, not
re, which operaie upon inner-cit i '
ed & y communities t -
d;lc; sxml.lar patterns of social organization. Table 7.9 showsosr[::e
of the social c‘haracteristics of the Jets and Cobras. They are remark:

18, LEIT’" Bﬂd i’esse are brothers; a "II‘I(I T P T
o (4 S,
A ' b O‘her ls eaches. a central ﬁgu ¢ among




TABLE 7 7.

NAMES GIVEN AND RECEIVED BY JETS

IN ANSWERS TO THE HANG-OUT QUESTION

;ame Age C R Rp Name Age G R Rp
o0 200°s Core " )
bkt 15 B 15 8 Junior D. 15 2 2 2
e 3 6 9 3 Ronald F. 14 a - :
e 16 4 4 2 Tommy 13 5 : :
haug® :6 4 7 3 Stevie W. 13 4 17 N
fur?aia - 15 16 5 4 Tinker 13 6
R:I Y 16 6 15 5
Rednall 14 [ 10 [}
Doug 14 ] L} 2
Bell 14 7 10 3
Peaches 13 4 16 ;
oo, ? ® ’ 200s Secondary
100 Secondary 13 o . R
Martin 8. 13 1 2 0 U|ysse.¢ 2 s 0 0
Russell 13 9 4 1 Poochie I 4 ’ 0

3 7 4 1 Turkey 2 0
o y 2 3 o o0 Laundro 138

m|

gan:ms 12 2 1 1
Pint 14 [ 1 I\
s 15 9 1 g
And’re i l14 v ? 200°s Peripheral ; .
100's Periphera ® o . 1 o 1 13 3 1
D_('-‘Uce 13 3 2 0 Leon 13 : .
Rikey 3.3 5 30 williamG. 12 10
e M s Alfred 12 8 0 0
et Area Lames
David D. 17 0 0 0
Steve Y. 17 0 0 0
Ed S. 16 1 0 0
Larry W. 15 10 1 1
John McN. 14 3 \] o
Donald G. 13 1 0 g
Ronald R. 12 2 . ? °

Kenneth A 10

G: no. of names given
R: no. of times named
Rp: reciprocal namings
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do not fight with the jets, do not participate in any of the hang-out
groups, and are plainly not members of the vernacular culture.!” In
addition, we interviewed a number of lames in the Jet area who do
not appear in Fig. 7.5 at all and have no connection with the Jels
though they knew of them. We thus have eight lames in the Jet area
to contrast linguistically with the members,

We can dispense with a diagram of the sociometric d:agram for
the 200's block, whose naming pattern is included in Table 7.7. The
same principles apply to the division of the 200’s membership.

In section 3, we found that the frequencies of the contraction and
deletion of is were among the most sensitive indicators of the
speaker's relation to the vernacular and the vernacular subculture
The use of the contraction rules was similar for members and lames,
but there was a qualitative difference in the use of the deletion rule.
We are now in a position to use that index to look for finer linguistic
correlales of peer-group membership.

Table 7.8 shows the use of contraction and deletion by the six
subcategories of Jet membership developed in Table 7.7. Again, we
note no significant differences in the use of the contraction rule,
which is the common property of all dialects. But the deletion rule
is tightly correlated with subdivisions of Jet membership. The leaders

TABLE 7.8.
USE OF CONTRACTION AND
DELETION RULES FOR 5 BY
SUBDIVISIONS OF THE JETS AND LAMES

No. of

Group forms [ Pp

~ 100's Core 259 .66 70
200's Core I 81 63 63

100's Secondary 75 75 61

200's Secondary 148 72 56

Peripheral 12 .80 .33

Lame 127 .57 .36

17. Ed and Donald are connected with the pattern only in that they name others
but are not named by anyone in return. Kenneth, 10, forms one of two exceptions,
since he hangs out with the secondary member Sammy. It should be emphasized that
these sociometric patterns are not the only defining characteristies of the members:
more substantive accounts of their aclivity are essential elements in this assignment
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TABLE 79
SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS Of
JET AND COBRA CLUBS

o _ iS4 Jets
Characteristics Cobras 15

bersons inter . 36
Persons interviewed :‘:1 *,
Average age i o
families on welfare o o
Mother and father living home 47%. o
father not living home ) . o o
Average number of persons in hang-out list 54. o
Total different persons named s ’
Average namings per person 4.7 :
only those interviewed 1.5 >
those nol interviewed .
Club members said to be . )
suspended from school : L2

“upstate” (in correctional institution)

in the average number ol persons
d both show a record of conﬂit():lls
ith the law. These figures are similar to those for comparable
:'velll‘lr:at:ular groups in Ngew York and other t_:ities. The Jets tpll;ov:gz
a group answer to certain social needs which are not me t y he
surrounding society. Groups of jets can take over empty apgr mlen ,
commandeer rooftops to fly pigeons, steal clothes and oil1 er o'os;:
. goods, and get high tqgether. They also support each ot-ter; vie
of their individual worth through a system of shared atti uhes.
The linguistic forms which differentiate the Jets fror;l ltl e slur-
rounding adults and lames are symbolic representations of the V:)l ue
system which distinguishes the group and C!l‘?WS new r{lemf &1,
Members can seldom make these values explicit; a quotation fro}n:x
Champ, a younger secondary member of the Jets, shows some of the

difficulty in formulating covert values.
John Lewis: 1 want to ask you, man. How come you join

the jets? Do you know?
Cham:): First rZason I joined 'em, 'cause I like to f?ght;
you know, gang fight, and the second reason [ joined
was while they—while we was 'round there and they
have nothing’ to do—play against fightin' each other.
And the third reason I f—joined, 'cause I lived around

the neighborhood.

ably similar in family structure,
named in the hang-out group, an
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Champ’s answer illustrales the Jet values of mutual support and gain
of status in fighting and the sense of belonging to a neighborhood.
There are also gaing in support against the perceived oppression of
the surrounding society, the prestige of close association, and the
inside knowledge proceeding from that association. In chapter 6,
Vaughn R. gives us the clearest view of what the Jets can provide
for someone who could follow the upward path of social mobility
through education, but refuses. Vaughn moved into the area from
Washington Heights the year before. He had demonstrated the ability
to use the school culture for his personal advantage, but he deliber-
ately selected the Jets' culture instead. In Vaughn's statement (page
250), we saw that the inside knowledge proceeding from the associa-
tion with the peer group is a major factor in supporting the group.
For Vaughn, the covert values of the vernacular culture have become
overt: he sees the Jets as a force directly opposed to the dominant
white value system which claimed his allegiance but which he has
rejected,
We have already seen that Vaughn is an integral member of the
“six best fighters” and has some superficial linguistic markers in
common with Larry and Jessie H. But since Vaughn has come into
the Jet orbit only in the past year, one would not expect him to have
absorbed the whole range of grammatical and phonological patterns
of the Jets. Vaughn implies that he was more or less a lame in
Washington Heights and it is inevitable that his grammar will reflect
this. Whereas other Jets show the usual 100 percent negative concord
within the clause, Vaughn is variable: he shows only 30 out of 35
cases of transfer of the negative to a following indefinite. He uses
dummy it for there in only two out of seven cases. Whereas other
Jets show 17 out of 18 or 21 out of 22 monomorphemic clusters
simplified before a consonant (as in just me) Vaughn simplifies only
4 out of 17. We would therefore be justified in removing Vaughn's
records from the mean values for the Jets, which would explain some
of the slight irregularities noted in the tables above. Vaughn is able
to give us an excellent and explicit statement of the value of belong-
ing to the Jets; but his linguistic system cannot adjust as quickly as
his value system or his style of life. The remarkably consistent
grammar of the fets is the result of ten years of their continuous
interaction with each other and with other groups in the BEV syslem,
If we see the primary group as the main agent in the social control
of language, we then have to explain the great uniformity of the black
English vernacular throughout the major cities of the North and
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South and even in most rural areas. It has now been well-established
that the grammar we are dealing with is essentially the same in New
York, Detroit, Washington, Philadelphia, and San Francisco, and such
untformity may very well reflect the presence of a wide-spread
Creole grammar used throughout the southern United States in the
18th and 19th centuries. Yel if the primary group can exert such
influence on language, what prevents various subgroups from drift-
ing off in different directions? This is a question which cannot be
settled in the light of our present knowledge. But it should be noted
thal it is not merely the grammar which is uniform. The vernacular
culture itself is equally constant from one urban area to another;
the grammar is just one of the many elements of the social pattern
which is transmitted. This uniformily cannot be maintained by
adolescents, since the great majorily of the members who travel from
one city to another are adults. We should therefore be hesitant in
saying that the late teens are the upper limit for the consistent use
of the black English vernacular. It is true that the adults recorded
in interviews with Clarence Robins have as a whole shifted away
from the vernacular on all the variables that discriminate members
and lames. In their use of (r}, (dh), and {ing), working-class adults
resemble the lames rather than members. Negative concord is varia-
ble in adults and in lames, but obligatory for members. In consonant
cluster simplification, adults show the grammatical constraint as
more important than the phonological one, again resembling lames
more than members. The most sensitive index of the black English
vernacular is the use of the deletion rule for is: working-class adults
are at an even Jower level than the lames, ¢ = .21 as against .60-.70
for members and .36 for lames. We also find that adults shew sub-
ject-verb agreement with 3rd person singular -s; while this inflection
is present only zero to 40 percent of the time among members, it
is found from 70 to 100 percent of the time among adults; further-
more, the adults show a phonological rule operating in that they
show more -s before a following vowel, while members show the
inflection less often in this context. Adults rarely use dummy it for
there, seldom use ain’t for didn’t, and rarely use the habitual be,.
But before we conclude that the entire adult population is lame,
it must be remembered that we did not record adults in social
interaction with their own friends and neighbors. Even in casual
speech, adults fall short of the mark set by the group sessions with
members; but the sections of casual speech which we drew from
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the interview are less valid a imati
. pproximations to the vernacular t
:}}:e gi]rm.rp sessians of the jets and Cobras, Instead of concludinrg tlra’:
¢ basic grammar of adults has shifted we might say that aduits

]t::sgsttandard in semiformal contexts. Until we have carried out
-term participant observation with adult it is i

groups, it is impossibi
to make any firm statements about adult grammars, If we df)) ﬁnall;

6. The Prevalence of Lames

The term lame carries the negat;
. : *gative connotation that was origj
.mtended by the members of the BEV culture who applied itgt':E;]l:)e’

tf;:)]rtz'i thtfi'1 sttaf:dpoint }?f middle-class society—and even more impor
y. that it is to the personal advania indivi :

i anlage of any individual to b

a ‘fame. Even if he does not go to college, he has a better chancg
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of making money, staying out of jail and off of drugs, and raising
children in an intact family. Given hindsight or a little {foresight, who
would not rather be a lame?

The term lame serves to remind us that it is the normal, intelligent,
well-coordinated youth who is a member of the BEV culture and
who is suffering from the social and educational depression of the
ghetto. The lames are exceptional in one way or another. Some
unusually intelligent and some unusually stupid boys are lames;
some lames are courageous and self-reliant individuals who go their
own way with no need of group support, and some are weak or
fearful types who are protected from the street culture by their
mothers, their teachers, and their television set. Some lames gain
safety or success through isolation, but in exchange they give up the
satisfaction of a full social life and any first-hand knowledge of the
vernacular culture. Other lames have gained nothing through their
isolation: they are the victims of a disorganized and demoralized
subsection of the community. Many descriptions of the poor and
disadvantaged are explicitly about lame areas and lame children.
The study by Pavenstedt et al. of deprived children in the North Point
Project of Boston was concerned with disorganized families exhibit-
ing “social and/or psychological pathology™
They do not belong to a “culture,” having neither traditions nor institutions.
No ethnic ties nor active religious affiliations hold them together. In fact
we speak of them as a group only because of certain common patterns of
family life and a form of peripheral social existence (Pavenstedt 1967:10).

The descriptions of the language of these children ma.tches the
picture of “verbal deprivation” which we find in educatlonal_ psy-
chologists who have developed the “deficit hypothesis” (Somol_m-
guistic Paiterns, chapter 8, Ginsburg 1971). We have notlst.udled
children of this type, but many of the apparently unrealistic de-
scriptions of the language behavior of lower-class black children may
be based on such specially selected populations.’ It should also be
noted that “verbal deprivation” may occur in isolated upper-
working-class families where both parents work, and preschool
children are kept at home, forbidden to play with others on the street.

19. Note that some such projects explicitly concentrate on subjects with histories
of psychological pathelogy or work in areas with high concentrations of mental
retardation. This was the case with the study of Heber, Dever, and Conry 1968,

discussed in chapter 5.
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In other discussions of the vernacular we have indicated that the
lames have suffered a loss of some magnitude in their isolation from
its rich verbal culture.?® The members themselves, who have re-
sponded to the definition of man as a social animal, see most clearly
the overwhelming disadvanfages of being a lame. For those who are
trying to understand the structure and evolution of social behavior,
the disadvantages of dealing with lames will eventually appear just
as clearly. At first glance, lames appear to be members of the com-
munity; they are much more accessible to the outsider than members
are; and the limitations of their knowledge are not immediately
evident. But the result as we have seen may be an inaccurate or
misleading account of the vernacular culture. Many of the informants
used by linguists and anthropologists are lames—marginal men who
are detached from their own society far enough to be interested and
accessible to the language, the problems and preoccupations of the
investigator.?! It is even more common for the linguist to work with
caplive populations—classes of studenis who are tested as a whole
without regard to lheir group membership or participation in the
culture being studied. Subjects selected with the assitance of teach-
ers, psychologists, or parenis are even more heavily biased towards
the lame population and unfortunately, the number of studies of
black English vernacular made in schools far outnumbers the studies
done by direct contact with members in a vernacular context.?? If

20. See Abrahams (1964), chaplers 7 and 8 in this volume and section 4.2 of CRR
3288 for evidence that BEV culture is the most verbal subculture within the United
Stales. As a whale, the lames have lost out_on this, although many have managed
to transfer their verbal skills into a superhbly elaborated version of the Bernsieinian
elaborated code.

21, The classic case is the work of LoRin {1967) whose descriptions of the grammar
of black English vernacular are explicitly hased on data obtained over a period of
approximately a year from one 14-year-old boy. Data supplied by an isclated individ-
ual in respanse to direct questions may be skewed from the vernacular in the direction
of the standard, as in the data given above. But if the informant understands that
the linguist ia interested primarily in those features which are most different from
the standard he will produce a stereotyped version in the opposite direction. A
comparison of Loflin's descriptions with the spontaneous group data from the same
community collected in Loman 1967 shows thit this kind of distortion is mest common:
a8 for example, reporting that there is no preterit —ed or have +en in the dialect.

22. For school-based studies see Loban 1966, Henrie 1969, Entwisle and Greenhberger
1969, Baratz 1968, Cazden 1968, Garvey and McFarlane 1968 and many others, For
secular studies, see Wolfram 1969, Mitchelt 1969, those cited in this stucy, and not
many others,
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the vernacular culture is the main stream of linguistic and social
evolution as we have argued elsewhere then this is a serious matier.
Let us consider for a moment some of the ways in which lames fall
short as informants,

We have already seen in section 2 thal Lesley and the other 1350
Lames used a kind of black vernacular that was much closer to some
of the other nonstandard vernaculars than to BEV. They show sub-
ject-verb agreement, variable negative concord, contraction of is but
very little deletion, and so on. If we begin to explore broader aspects
of the vernacular culture, the data are even more skewed. One of the
most important regulations in peer-group society are the rules for
fair fighting and the violations of those rules that make up street
fighting. The information we can get from Curtis is only hearsay.
He has been in no major fights of his own, and his accounts of T-Bird
fights are those of a bystander who never understands how they
started. One of our basic questions in the “Fight” section of our
interview schedule is, “What was the best fight you ever saw?" To
get the same message across o lames, we have to translate this into
“What was the worst fight you ever saw?” A great many lames
actually deny the fights they were in—partly because they lost, and
partly because they have been trained to think of fighting as a bad
thing to do. As a result, lame narratives of personal experience are
lame, too.

If we are interested in toasts, jokes, sounds, the dozens, riffing, or
capping, we cannot turn to the lames. They have heard sounding
from a distance, but proficiency at these verbal skills is achieved
only by daily practice and constant immersion in the flow of speech.
Lames do not know “Signifying Monkey," “Shine,” “The Fall,” or any
of the other great toasts of the oral literature. But away from home,
some lames look back on the vernacular culture and try {o claim
it as their own; the resuit can be & very confused report for the
outsider who relies on such data.

At recent scholarly meetings on black studies, there have been
violent objections from black students and professionals to the use
of the term black English, with repeated demands for a definition
which could not be satisfied. Some educated black speakers argue
that black English should be used for the language that they them-
selves use, since they are black, and deny that they use many of the
words or grammatical forms quoted by the linguist as “black Eng-
tish.” This objection seems to be valid. It seems much more appro-

The Linguistic Consequences ol Being a Lame 289

priate to use the term black knglish vernacular, BE vernacular, or
BEV to identify the consisten! grammar of the peer group members
that has been analyzed by linguists, We will then avoid the improper
opposition of “Standard English” to “black English,” implying that
this is the major axis dividing the English language. Instead, we
should oppose the standard language to all nonstandard dialects or
vernaculars, One of these is the black English vernacular.

Most of the black professors and students that I have met in the
universities are intent on absorbing whatever the “high culture" of
Western literature, European literature, art, and scholarship has to
offer, but without losing what they feel are the essential values of
their own background. But at the same time, many condemn “ghetto
English" as an inferior means of communication and claim that
black people can improve their social and economic position only
if they acquire the formal means of expression used by this high
culture. There is a division of opinion on the place for the vernacuiar,
usually referred to as "our own language,” “home language" or “soul
language.” Most college students will claim to have a deep and
intimate knowledge of it and insert into their basically standard
grammar quotations from the “language of the sireet”. But very few
are willing to examine the grammar of this dialect.

But the findings presented here indicate that unless these speakers
were raised within the majority peer group culture and broke away
from their group only in late adolescence, their grammar will be
peripheral to the black English vernacular. They may be at a greater
disadvantage than they realize in dealing with complex rules such
as those involved in negative concord since their own grammars may
be influenced by other dialects in a number of subtle and indirect
ways. In any case, black students are not yet making the major
contribution to linguistics and the investigation of the black English
vernacular that we hope for.?® This is a serious problem, for it is
hard to imagine the study of the BE vernacular making good progress
without black linguists carrying the major share of the field work
and analysis. Given our present social situations, most black graduate
students will be lames; but even with the limitations shown here,

23. There are a number of graduate students from bhlack communities in the U.S.
who are now working on problems of biack English in various research groups through-
out the country; there is a good pessibility that the statement made here will be ohso-
lete by the time this book appears.
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it should be clear that they are much closer to the black vernacular
than any white student will be. More importantly, they have the
background and credentials to become as close as they want to. To
do this it is only necessary that they achieve a firm undersianding
of what the vernacular is, who speaks it, and how they stand in
relation to it.

The position of the black gra
different from that of any linguist i

duate student in linguistics is no
n his remaval from the vernacular.

if a black student should take seriously Chomsky's claim that the
primary data of linguistics is the intuition of the theorist and begin
lo write an introspective BEV grammar, the results would be bad—
but no worse than other grammars now being written on the same
basis. The problem we are dealing with here is one of the greatest

generality, for it must be realized that most linguists are lames.

7. The Linguist as Lame

There are communities where the basic vernacular is a prestige
dialect which is preserved without radical changes as the adolescent
hecomes an adult. The class dialect used in British public schools
had that well-formed character, and presumably a British linguist
raised as a speaker of Received Pronunciation can serve as an accu-
rate informant on it.24 There are middle-class French and Spanish
children who may be in the same favorable position in relation to
their prestige dialect. To a lesser extent, this may be said about a
few Americans who grow up in upper middle-class communities
where 90 percent of the high-school graduates go on io college. On
the surface, they seem to continue using the dialect that was the main
vehicle of communication by peer groups in their preadolescent
years and are able to represent that group in speech as well as
intuition.

The great majority of linguists are probably not in that position.
They were already detached from the main peer group activity in
early adolescence as they pursued their own interests, and by the

24. The social controls exerted on that dialect have been discussed at some lengih
and are well known. and deviations from the standard penalized by members looking
for linguistic evidence of an inadeguate background. If it is true that Received
Pronunciation cannot be mastered by someone who has been to the wrong schoul,
this would stand as additional confirmation of the fact that the regular tules of the

vernacular must be formed in the preadolescent years.

2 o

The Linguistic Consequences of Being a Lame 291

time they enter graduale siudies in linguistics are at some distance
from the majority of vernacular speakers in their community. I was
a lame myself in my adolescent years; my knowledge of the non-
standard vernacular of the working-class majority in Fort Lee, New
Jersey, is as indirect as the James' knowledge of black vernacular
described above. The knowledge I now have of how to deal with
the vernacular culture of adolescent and adult groups was gained
in contacts since then—in factories, in the service, and in many field
trips to urban and rural areas—always with a full recognition of this
initial distance. Fortunately for linguists interested in the study of
language in its social context, the problem of gaining access to peer
groups and of observing natural interaction does not require that
the full distance be crossed in each encounter. The linguist can learn
principles of social organization which are very much the same in
regions as distant as Hawaii, Chicago, Kingston, Glasgow, and Paris.

Even if the linguist is raised in a community of peers, fully im-
mersed in the main stream of social life in his high school years,
he inevitably broadens his horizon when he pursues college and
graduate training and weukens his command of the vernacular. Qur
studies of sound change in progress in cities throughout England and
America shows that college students are in general a very poor
source of data. The sharp, clear patterns shown in the working-class
speakers are blurred, limited, and mixed in the speech of the college
student. The principle seems to hold that learning closely-related
dialect rules affects the form of the original ones. The linguist who
is alert to the widest range of dialect differences, who may construct
the broadest pan-dialectal grammar, is often the worst informant on
his own local dialect. There are of course exceptions—some speakers
show an extraordinarily tenacious hold on their original dialect. But
we do not know who the exceptions are until we have studied the
vernacular in the intact speech community itself.

I do not believe that it is natural or inevitable that the linguist
bp a lame, or that only lames go 1o college. 1 am not convinced that
linguistic analysis—or a future linguistic science—must be carried
out in the grammar of the high cullure. Nor is it inevitable that black
students who go to college and graduate school be lames. In our
present social system, the best way for a lower-class youth to achieve
upward social mobility, money and sccurity is by breaking away
from his group. The social and psychological price for this move
is well-known. But there is some reason to think that the group can




292 THE VERNACULAR IN {TS SOCIAL SETTING

meove as a whole, and a few signs that this might indeed happen
in our society. If this should happen, the gains would be very great
for everyone concerned, including the linguist who has more to learn
from members than lames.

When we now hear linguists speaking at every hand about “my
dialect” and "dialect variation” we are bound to wonder what basis
they have for their claims. The only data usually provided is that
some other linguist has disagreed with their intuitive judgments on
certain sentences, and it is therefore decided that the critic is speak-
ing a different dialect. "My dialect” turns out to be characterized
by all the sentence types that have been objected to by others.
Although it has been claimed that some speakers differ from each
other repeatedly and reliably, no correlation is claimed with geogra-
phy, peer group, family, or fraternity. Such idiolectal variations
are said to be correlated with the systematic development of syn-
tactic rules in particular directions, a product of the language-
learning faculty in its most subtle and efficient form. If so, it will
undoubtedly appear that no two linguists have the same dialect,
unless they are colleagues jointly responsible for the same theory.
These are lame dialects, and it is appropriate that they be conceived,
developed and analyzed in isolation.

It is difficult for us, caught up in current linguistic praclice, to
evaluate the overwhelming reliance of our field on the theorist's own
intuitions as data. Scholars of the future who must eventually review
and explain our behavior may find it hard to understand our casual
acceptance of confused and questionable data, the proliferation of
ad hoc dialects, and the abandonment of the search for intersubjec-
tive agreement. They may point out that most schelars will do
whatever they have been told is right and proper by other scholars.
But their analysis may also indicate that our current trend is sup-
ported by more than local ideology; a theoretical stance can'become
a congenial way of life. To refine the intricate structure of one’s own
thoughts, to ask oneself what one would say in an imaginary world
where one’s own dialect is the only reality, to dispute only with those
few colleagues who share the greatest part of this private world—
these academic pleasures will not easily be abandoned by those who
were early detached from the secular life. The student of his own
intuitions, preducing both data and theory in a language abstracted
from every social context, is the ultimate lame.
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