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This presentation focuses on a southern rural variety of African-American English 

(AAE) spoken in the Mississippi Delta area.  Previous AAE studies have focused on African 
American communities that are the demographic minority in urban and rural areas.  Little 
sociolinguistic research has focused on areas like the Delta that have been predominantly 
African-American for over 130 years.  This study presents a GoldVarb analysis of two 
linguistic features: copula absence (the deletion of present tense is and are) and /r/-deletion.  
The subjects are lower working class African American women who reside in Coahoma County 
in northwestern Mississippi.  The data are from a sociological project conducted in the early 
1990s on single black southern rural mothers and their coping strategies (Dill 1988 & 1990).  
The social variables considered are: level of education; township where the subject was raised; 
and the influence of the interviewer.    

The results indicate that the town where the subject was raised plays a strong role in the 
frequency of each feature.  For example, small predominantly black rural towns like Jonestown, 
have higher deletion rates for both copula deletion and /r/-deletion whereas Clarksdale, the 
racially-mixed county seat, has much lower deletion rates for both features.  The educational 
level of the subject also plays a role in the frequency of each feature, but in an unexpected way-
-the college level subjects had MORE copula absence and /r/-deletion than the secondary 
school level subjects.  The interviewer as well as the parent’s educational level was also 
significant.  These results will all be discussed further in the presentation.  I will also consider 
variation in this Delta AAE variety with variation in other AAE varieties, both rural and urban.  
This will help us to identify the unique regional features of Delta AAE and the nature of the 
contributing linguistic and social variables.  
  
 


