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Twelve Variables of Africatown English in 1927 and 1979

In 1860, the last known slave ship to land in America arrived in Mobile Bay, Alabama,
USA. After the Civil War, the shipmates from this vessel founded Africatown, a semi-isolated
community north of Mobile (Diouf 2007). Contemporary sources describe this group as speaking
a unique variety of English (Diouf 2007, Allen Jones 1979). This variety is portrayed in Zora
Neale Hurston’s Barracoon (2018), based on interviews from 1927-8 she conducted with Oluale
Kossula (aka Cudjo Lewis), then the last shipmate living in Africatown.

Africatown, Alabama is a unique part of American history worthy of study in itself. In
addition, information from the history of this variety holds potential insights for the historical
development of Black English in America more broadly. Barracoon (2018) is a rare instance of a
long, detailed portrayal of the English of a man born in Africa who survived the Middle Passage.
This text offers evidence relevant to one strand of American Black English’s multifaceted origins
(Kautzsch 2008, Mufwene 2000): features of a native Yoruba speaker who as an adult learned
Southern American English from Black and White Mobilians. In previous research (Nodar
2023), I compared Barracoon to another Hurston work, Mules and Men ([1935] 2008), an
anthropological text portraying speakers of Black Southern English from Eatonville, Florida;
Polk County, Florida; and New Orleans, Louisiana. This analysis found 28 written
representations of phonetic/phonological or morphosyntactic features that differed significantly
between the two books, suggesting a difference heard and portrayed by Hurston between these
Southern Black Englishes and the English of Kossula of Africatown.

In this work, I analyze 12 out of the 28 written representations as linguistic variables in
11 audio recordings of Black residents from Africatown and Mobile that were collected in the
1978-9 Mobile Public Library Oral History Project. Of these 11 speakers, two were raised in
Africatown and are descendants of the shipmates; two were were raised in Africatown and are
not descendants of the shipmates; and the final seven are from other Black communities around
Mobile. For each interview I code the 12 variables and determine the rate of the variant that
Hurston suggests was distinctive in early Africatown (henceforth, the Barracoon-like variant). |
then ask: for each feature, does the rate of use of the Barracoon-like variant distinguish (A)
shipmate descendants from Black Mobilians (including Africatown residents who are not
descendants); or (B) Africatown residents (descendants and non-descendants) from Black
Mobilians from other communities? In other words, do the Barracoon-like variants continue to
distinguish either (A) shipmate descendant speech or (B) Africatown-area speech?

Logistic regression, with either (A) descendant status or (B) Africatown status as the
dependent variable, finds no statistically significant difference for any variable. However,
secondary testing found that for certain variables, inclusion improves fit of one of the models, as
shown by a lower AICc, AIC, and BIC; has a significant likelihood ratio test; and has a large
effect size. These together suggests it is plausible, though speculative, that with a larger sample
size they would achieve significance in a regression. Model (A) shows this improvement with
rates of [d]-stopping and infinitive 7o absence. Model (B) is improved with rates of past
tense ain 't, relativizer what, is/are copula absence, and was/were copula absence. In all of these
cases the difference was in the expected direction, i.e. Africatown speakers using more of
the Barracoon-attested variant.



Feature Barracoon Example Model A: Model B:
Descendants Residents

Ain't Past “] ain’t [=did not] touchee de hair” (28). _

Ain't Non-Past “Now, dass right, ain' [=is not] it?” (20).

[0]-Stopping “Den all de chiefs, dey go back an’ takee dere

Initial [0]-Absence “l go cut and give 'em” (25).

Verb-final Paragogic Vowel “In de Afficky we gottee one name, but in dis
place dey tell us we needee two names” (72).

Infinitive to Absence “I try so hard be good to our chillun” (74).

What Relativizer “...[d]ere go de slave whut beat his master”
(68).

3rd-Person Self-Ref “Cudjo suffer so in dat ship” (55).

Copula Absence: am “I so lonely” (72).

Copula Absence: are and is “When you hungry it is painful, but when de
belly too full it painful too” (22).

Copula Absence: was and were = “l not woke yet” (45).

Pronominal Apposition “I know dat all de grown men dey go to de
mountain once a year” (41).

Table 1: Results of secondary statistical testing. Shaded boxes indicate that inclusion of the variable met the following three
criteria: (1) improved model fit, as indicated by lowering AlCc, AIC, and BIC; (2) had a statistically significant likelihood ratio test;
and (3) had a large effect size.

Note that the sample size is small (n = 11 speakers), and none of these results achieved signifiance in logistic regression.
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