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 Vowel duration in African-American English (AAE) has been studied in detail with 
regard to rhythmic variability. Thomas & Carter (2006) showed that while 19th-century AAE 
was more syllable-timed than European-American English (EAE), this difference has since 
leveled out. In this talk, we present evidence for a non-rhythmic difference between the two 
varieties, which previous accounts of AAE phonology (Bailey & Thomas 1998, Thomas 2007) 
have been silent on: variation in inherent vowel duration. This point of difference shows no 
signs of disappearing as it separates the youngest generation of AAE and EAE speakers in 
Houston.  
 Our measurements are based on recordings of ten Houston teenage AAE speakers, 
which we compare with data from an equally large group of Anglo peers who performed the 
same task. The calculations take differences in speaking rate into account. We find a pattern in 
which (i) the majority of AAE lax vowels are longer than their EAE counterparts, most notably 
the non-low vowels /ɪ,ɛ,ʌ,U/; while (ii) AAE tense vowels show a split according to word 
position, with word-final vowels consistently shorter than their EAE counterparts.  
 We interpret our first finding, a longer lax class, in the context of other, independent 
findings which, taken together, call into question the relevance of the traditional English tense-
lax distinction for AAE. Besides their long duration, Houston AAE lax vowels appear 
peripheral in F1/F2 space, and, moreover, can occur in open, word-final syllables, e.g. 

� �following the deletion of final alveolar stops (e.g. said [sed]>[se ]>[se ]). Our second finding, 
shorter word-final tense vowels, is also of theoretical interest. It demonstrates that vowel 
duration in AAE is not strictly predictable from a general, ‘pan-Southern’ phonology shared 
with Southern Anglo dialects. The stress-induced ‘drawling’ of vowels common in white 
Southern speech would predict across-the-board lengthening, but AAE speakers show more 
selective length effects.  
 
 


