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Differences between the syntax of questions in African American English (AAE) and 

mainstream English (ME) have been largely dismissed as non-existent (Holm 1991), 
insignificant (Martin and Wolfram 2003), or simply quantitative (Van Herk 2000). Indeed, both 
dialects permit variation among canonical subject auxiliary inversion (e.g., What time is it?), 
non-inversion (e.g., You didn’t eat yet?), and auxiliary-less questions (e.g., Where ya goin’?), the 
constraints of which have been discussed for ME (e.g., Zwicky and Pullum 1983). These views 
support a popular assumption that differences between AAE and ME are mainly quantitative— 
specifically, that certain vernacular features occur more frequently in AAE.  

However, closer analysis of AAE question syntax reveals deeper differences than the use 
of quantitative methods alone would suggest. AAE permits certain forms disallowed in other 
varieties, such as non-inversion in wh-questions (e.g., What time it is?), and tense-marking on 
main verbs in auxiliary-less wh-questions (e.g., What you ate?). This talk offers dialect-specific 
generalizations for question variation in AAE by comparing it with typological variation in 
interrogative strategies in the world’s languages.  

Non-inversion and auxiliary-less forms are not allowed with all questions in AAE; 
permissibility of variation among the three forms in AAE is mainly constrained by tense and 
negation. Furthermore, where variation among forms is permitted, the selection of one form over 
another can be viewed as a functional tug-of-war between principles of economy and 
transparency, which parallel interrogative systems as diverse as Russian and Yoruba. The 
distributional patterns also suggest that in certain contexts non-inversion and auxiliary-less 
questions are sub-classes of the same phenomenon.  

This analysis highlights the autonomous systematicity of question variation in AAE, the 
functional motivations for each variant, and the relationship between variation within AAE and 
cross-linguistic variation and change. By considering variation in AAE from a typological 
perspective, this analysis works towards enhancing multi-method approaches in variationist 
studies of AAE and syntactic variation.  
 


