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Abstract 

The study aims to explore linguistic features 

and speech variations in fictive characters’ 

interactions in ‘Sula’- a novel by Toni 

Morrison. All the conversations of the 

fiction are taken as data samples and speech 

variation in the language of the speech 

communities is quantitatively recorded. 

Furthermore, the data is analyzed 

qualitatively to recognize the relationship 

between speech variation and speech 

communities. The findings reflect that the 

interlocutors within a specific speech 

community have speech variations identical 

to African- American Vernacular English 

(AAVE) and thus, confirm that there is a 

relationship between language and ethnicity 

of the speech community i.e., Afro-

American community. The study has 

pedagogical implications as sociolinguistic 

analysis of characters’ language leads to a 

better and deep understanding of literary 

texts.  

 

 

Keywords: Sociolinguistics, speech 

variation, speech community, AAVE, 

ethnicity. 

 

1. Introduction 

 Communication is the process of 

sending and receiving messages and 

language is the most essential medium to 

accomplish it. Thus, language is a system of 

conventional or written symbols by which 

people communicate as members within a 

socio-cultural context (Encyclopedia 

Britannica:2010). During the process of 

communication, the language has some 

linguistic cues that carry some meaning, 

showing our social, political, or personal 

attitudes. Sociolinguistics studies these 

aspects and helps the researchers to analyze 

the language of interlocutors within different 

speech communities. Furthermore, speech 

variations can be established by studying the 

diversification from the standard language. 

In the present study, the researcher tries to 

investigate the speech variation among the 

language used by the fictive characters of 

“Sula”. Also, intends to explore the 

similarity between the features in the fictive 

interactions and real-world conversations in 

the light of various popular theories. 

1.2. Research Objectives:  

 The research intends to critically 

investigate the sociolinguistic featuresin the 

interactions of  

“Sula”. The focus of the research is to find 

linguistic characteristics present in the 

language used by the fictive characters and 

the relationship between the speech 

variation and speech community to their 

ethnicity. 
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1.3. Research Questions 

 Q1- What is the frequency of 

different variables of speech variation in the 

interactions of fictive characters in “Sula”? 

Q2- Does the speech variation have any 

relationship with the ethnicityof the fictive 

world in "Sula"? 

1.4. Significance of the study 

 Analyzing any piece of literary text 

through a lens of linguistic features provides 

a better comprehension of it. Usually, 

several studies have been made to analyze 

literary texts using different linguistic 

theories. To understand the behavioral 

patterns and psychology of the characters, a 

thorough investigation of the language used 

by them needs to be analyzed. Thus, the 

researcher has tried to explore various 

linguistic variations present in the fictive 

characters’ language and also, to establish a 

relationship between these linguistic 

variations and speech communities. The 

study will help the researcher to understand 

how ethnicity affects characters’ languageor 

vice-versa and, hence, reinforces the notion 

that the identity of a speech community is 

very well reflected in its linguistic act. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Studies on Speech Variation 

 The role of language in the 

recognition of one’s identity is vital and in 

the same vein, Curzan et.al, (2012) puts it 

very aptly when he says that ‘language 

defines identity and community, and groups 

may acquire or keep certain characteristics 

depending on their social importance.’ A 

number of research have been carried out to 

investigate the relationship between speech 

communities and linguistic variety. Few 

studies that seemed relevant to the present 

study have been discussed here. The pioneer 

of quantitative research in speech variation -

Labov (1966) performed studies on several 

socioeconomic groups in New York City. 

He detected the position of /r/ ina speech 

during his research. He gathered information 

by conducting informal interviews and 

reading a word list and a passage. He 

discovered that rhoticity is higher in reading 

than in interviewing. Based on his 

observations, he proposed the 

groundbreaking notion that there is a link 

between rhoticity and social rank. 

 

 In 1969, Walter Wolfram conducted 

a case study on the speech of the Detroit 

black community. The goal of the study was 

to look at the link between phonological and 

grammatical variables in Detroit Negroes' 

speech and social variables such as status, 

sex, age, racial isolation, and style. The data 

revealed that the single most relevant 

variable associated with language variety 

was socioeconomic status. Furthermore, 

women and old people tended to use more 

standard language than men and younger 

people, respectively. 

 Peter Trudgill (1974) examined 

Norwich’s speech community to see 

varieties in people's styles of speaking. The 

last consonant in terms like 'running' and 

'walking' was one of the factors Trudgill 

looked at. He concluded thatthe non-

standard form of '-in' was found to be more 

common among lower socioeconomic 

classes, and males tended to use it more than 

women in all strata of society. 

 

In 1990, Walter Edward studied the 

difference between phonetic varieties of 
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black and white speech communities of 

eastern Detroit. He compared his findings 

with that of Walter Wolfram’s (1969) results 

to determine how much linguistic change 

has occurred in this community throughout a 

generation. He concurs that Black English as 

a unique dialect still exists among the 

speech community, despite considerable 

grammatical and phonological convergence 

with Standard English. The above-

mentioned studies provide a conceptual 

perception of the present study. 

2.2. African- American Vernacular 

English (AAVE) 

 Through various studies by 

prominent linguists, certain traits of AAVE 

have been established. These features are 

briefly mentioned as they facilitate the 

researcher to maintain the correlation 

between the speech variation and the speech 

community. Some of the classified features 

of AAVE are as follows: 

1- Omission of ‘-s’ in singular third 

person present tense form. 

(Fasold:1970) 

2- Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to 

be’ in the present tense.(Labov:1969; 

Rickford :1999) 

3- The presence of ‘invariant be’ means 

using the form ‘be’ as a finite verb 

form. (Fasold:1972) 

4- Omission of ‘auxiliary’.  

5- Only the forms is and are (of which 

the latter is anyway often replaced 

by is) can be omitted. 

(Wolfram:1993) 

6- Using question inversion. (Labov et 

al.:1968) 

7- Occurrence of ‘existential it’ in place 

of ‘there’. 

8- Occurrence of ‘negative auxiliary 

preposition’. 

9- Formation of negative sentences with 

‘multiple negations. (Labov:1972) 

10- At the morph phonological level, two 

frequently used variables are the 

deletion of the sound /t/ or /d/ at the 

end of a word (Wolfram: 

1969; Labov et al.:1968), and the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a 

word as ‘-

in'(Labov:1966/1982;Trudgill:1974). 

2.3. African- American Literature, Toni 

Morrison and “Sula” 

 Afro-American literature is one of 

the many strands of the American literary 

legacy, which is vast and complicated. For 

Afro-American writers in America, being 

aware of their race is the most crucial source 

of inspiration. African-American authors 

have called attention to the marginalization 

of blacks in white American society, as well 

as the unjustifiability of the color line that 

hinders blacks from full and free 

participation in American life. Since the 

emergence of Afro- American literature in 

the 1920s, a plethora of talented writers have 

been winning a wider and more enthusiastic 

readership. Writings by them reflect the 

socioeconomic, political, and emotional 

conditions of African-Americans in the 

United States. Although all black authors 

deal with concerns of middle-class living, 

their strong integration of the complex 

themes surrounding African-American 

identity gives their work a broader and 

longer-lasting appeal. 

 

 Toni Morrison (1931-2019) is 

unarguably the most technically 
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accomplished novelist in African-American 

literary history. She has breathed life into an 

important component of American reality 

via her writings. Racial discrimination, 

persecution of blacks, and the emotional and 

psychological difficulties experienced by 

Afro-Americans in achieving a sense of 

white cultural standards are some of the 

subjects she explores in her writings. 

 Morrison's second novel, 'Sula,' 

(1974), talks about the lives of two black 

women, Nel and Sula, from childhood to 

maturity. Nel symbolizes the drive to 

conform and Sula symbolizes the impulse to 

rebel. The author attempts to build a black 

woman protagonist who actively accepts the 

position of a pariah in this story, shattering 

the image of the traditional black lady who 

adheres to black community standards and 

lives inside it. She has no connection to the 

white world, its people, or its way of life. 

The novel's structure, which spans forty-five 

years, allows for the identification of the 

events that result in the poignantly empty 

Sula. Morrison's recurring themes are 

mirrored throughout the novel by the 

peripheral characters: the importance of 

community on the individual's desire for 

self, the special issues of black women, and 

the laughter and anguish that define black 

Americans' survival battle. The bottom is the 

fictitious Midwestern town of Medallion, 

which serves as the background for the 

novel's primary characters. Eva Peace is the 

handicapped matriarch of the Peace family, 

Sula's grandmother, who is immensely 

haughty and brutally courageous, the 

attributes Sula inherited from her. Sula's best 

friend, Nel Wright, is afraid of change, 

unlike Sula. Raised in a repressive 

environment, she vows to be herself, not her 

mother's daughter. Shadrack is a shell-

shocked World War I soldier who gains the 

reputation of town character by spending 

much of his time fishing to sell and cursing 

people. Sula's lovely and indulgent mother, 

Hannah Peace, is burned to death while 

attempting to light the yard fire. Helene 

Wright, Nel's controlling mother, relocates 

to Medallion to get as far away as possible 

from the brothel where she was born. She 

joins the town's most orthodox black church 

and spends her time teaching her daughter to 

be respectful and obedient. Plum is Eva's 

only son, a heroin addict who is assassinated 

by his mother. Through her characters, 

Morrison painstakingly delineates the 

broken lives that speak of the depth of the 

suffering that comes with losing one's 

identity on cultural, gender, and ethnic 

levels. 

3. Methodology 

 The research methodologies 

employed in this study are discussed in this 

section. The current research included both 

quantitative and qualitative methods. Toni 

Morrison's novel " Sula" (1974) is utilized to 

select conversational encounters in this 

corpus-based analysis. The interactions of 

the fictional characters in the novel are 

examined for various linguistic traits. To get 

to this end, a statistical analysis of 

sociolinguistic variation is made. Firstly, the 

number of tokens of a particular variant in 

each interaction/ corpus is recorded. Then 

the total of all the frequencies is calculated 

to determine the level of occurrence of 

different variables to establish a link 

between the characters' language and their 

ethnicity.To identify the AAVE features of 
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the variables, Rickford’s (1999) 

classification has been used as a guiding 

source. The conceptual framework of the 

present study is partially adapted fromthe 

previously mentioned studies. 

 

4. Data analysis 

 The current research is a corpus-

based study and all the conversations among 

the characters of the fiction are analyzed to 

attain the purpose. First, conversation- wise 

analysis is done, and then the cumulative 

frequency of all the variables is calculated 

and presented in a tabular form. An 

illustrative analysis of the first three 

conversations is presented to demonstrate 

the details of the process. All the tokens of 

variance are marked and then categorized as 

per the features. Afterward, due to the word 

limit restrain, only the exemplifying portions 

of speech are mentioned along with the 

analysis for variables. 

Conversation 1 

 Background: Helene and her 

daughter Nel take a train ride from Ohio to 

New Orleans for Nel’s great-grandmother’s 

funeral. They get into a car for whites and 

while walking through the main cars to 

reach the colored-only car, she is humiliated 

by the white conductor. The white conductor 

and Helene are the interlocutors in the 

conversation. 

White Conductor: What you think 

you doin’, gal? 

Helene: I have them. Right here 

somewhere, sir… 

White Conductor: What was you 

doin’ back in there? What was you 

doin’ in that coach yonder? 

Helen: Oh…I…We made a mistake, 

sir. You see, there wasn’t no sign. 

We just got in the wrong car, that’s 

all sir. 

White Conductor: We don’t ‘low no 

mistakes on this train. Now gityour 

butt on it there.  

(Morrison, 1974:20-21) 

Variables: 

 1-there are 2 

morphophonologicalvariances, firstly,the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in ‘and secondly, vowel change in 

conductor’s speech ‘i’ instead of ‘e’ in the 

word ‘get’. 

2- Singular auxiliary for all subjects- ‘was’ 

is used with the subject ‘you’ regardless of 

subject-verb concord. 

3- the use of slang terms ‘gal’ for ‘girl’ and 

‘yonder’ for 'over there. ' 

Conversation 2: 

 Background: Helene and Nel 

changed the train to New Orleans at 

Birmingham station. On their ride towards 

their destination, Helene wants to know 

about restroom availability. The informants 

in this conversation are Helene and a black 

woman passenger. 

Helene: Is there somewhere we can 

go to use the restroom? 

The woman passenger: Ma’am? 

Helen: The restroom. The toilet. 

            The woman passenger: Yes, ma’am. 

Yonder. 

Helene: Where? 

The woman passenger: Yonder. We 

be pullin’ in direc’lin. Kin you make 

it? 

 

(Morrison,1974: 23) 
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Variables: 

1- use of ‘invariant be’. 

2- there are 3morphophonologicalvariances, 

firstly, the pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end 

of a word as ‘-in'. Secondly, the useof vowel 

‘i’ instead of ‘a’ and thirdly, the use of 

consonant ‘k’ in place of ‘c’. 

3- deletion of sound /t/. 

4- the use of slang term ‘yonder’as a 

directive for 'over there. ' 

Conversation 3 

 Background: In New Orleans, 

Helene and Nel come to attend Helene’s 

grandmother’s funeral. Helen’s mother 

Rochelle meets Nel for the first time and 

they have a casual chat. The interlocutors 

are Rochelle, Helene, and Nel. 

 Helene: This is your …grandmother, 

Nel. No. That was your great-

grandmother. This is your 

grandmother. My…mother. 

Nel: But she looks so young. 

Rochelle: an old forty-eight…that 

your only one? 

Helene: yes 

Rochelle: Pretty. A lot like you. 

Hellene: Yes. Well. She’s ten now. 

Rochelle: Ten? Vrai? Small for her 

age, no? Come. Come, chere. 

Helene: We have to get cleaned up. 

We been three days on the train with 

no chance to wash or… 

Rochelle: Comment t’appelle? 

Helene: She doesn’t talk Creole. 

Rochelle: Then you ask her. 

Helene: She wants to know your 

name, honey. 

Nel: What’s yours? 

Rochelle: Mine’s Rochelle. Well. I 

must be going on…I been here, you 

know, most of the day. She pass on 

yesterday. The funeral tomorrow. 

Henri takin’ care. I don’t know what 

happen to de house. Long time paid 

for. You be thinki’ on it? Oui? 

Helene: Oui. I be thinkin’ on it. Oh, 

well. Not for me to say… 

Rochelle: Voir! Voir! (Leaves) 

Nel: She smelled so nice. And her 

skin was so soft. 

Helene: Much handled things are 

always soft. 

Nel: What does ‘vwah’ mean? 

Helene: I don’t know, I don’t talk 

Creole. And neither do you. 

(Morrison,1974: 25-27) 

Variables: 

1- The use of ‘invariant be’  

2- Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to be’ 

3- Use of unstressed ‘been’  

4- the morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 

5- The use of Creole vocabulary. 

6- Deletion of  /θ/ sound of ‘th’. 

Conversation 4 

Background: A short conversation between 

Helene and Nel is analyzed. When they get 

back to their home in Medallion, Helene 

starts talking about the condition of the 

house. She says 

 “-----I got other things to worry 

‘bout. Got to get a fire started…so I 

wouldn’t to do nothin’ but light it…” 

(Morrison,1974: 27-28) 

Variables: 

1- Deletion of the unstressed initial syllable. 

2- the morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 
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3- Presence of negative inversion. 

Conversation 5 

Background: A conversation between Eva 

Peace (Sula’s grandmother) and her husband 

BoyBoy, who has deserted her and has come 

to pay a visit after a long time. The 

examples of variations in the speech act are:  

 “How you been, girl?” “… I been 

runnin’ around all day.”(BoyBoy); 

“Pretty fair. What you know good?” 

(Eva) (Morrison,1974: 35) 

 

 

Variables: 

Both the informants use non-standard 

variation. 

1- Use of unstressed ‘been’. 

2- the morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 

3- Deletion of auxiliary verb. 

Conversation 6 

 Background: Eva’s household 

includes not only family members but also 

boarders, three assorted foster sons all 

named Dewey. And a white, destitute 

alcoholic. The conversation is about the 

features of Deweys. The interlocutors are 

Eva Peace, an anonymous member, and 

Mr.Buckland Reed.  

Somebody said, “ …Miss Eva, you 

calls the other one Dewey”. Eva’s 

speech follows, few examples are 

sorted to exemplify the speech 

variation-“…So? This here’s another 

one…What you need to tell them 

apart for? They’s all Deweys.” 

“…Tell them Deweysto cut out that 

noise.” “How you know ?...”, “ … 

when he come here …….. Send 

‘em.”  (Morrison, 1974: 37-39) 

Variables: 

Both the informants use non-standard 

variation. 

1- Generalization of “is” to use with plural 

and second person subjects. 

2- Deletion of auxiliary verb. 

3- Deletion of /θ/ sound of ‘th’. 

4- use of pronoun and noun together. 

Conversation 7 

Background: Eva Peace, an elderly 

matriarch of the Peace family tends to give 

suggestions to the newlywed brides about 

how to take care of their husbands. In this 

conversation, Eva and a bride are 

informants. The examples are: 

“Yo’ man be here direc’lin. Ain’t it 

‘bout time you got busy? (Eva); 

“Aw, Miss Eva. It’ll be ready. We 

just having spaghetti” (The newly-

wed lady)(Morrison,1974:41) 

Variables: 

Both the informants use non-standard 

variation. 

1- deletion of sound /t/. 

2- Deletion of the unstressed initial syllable  

3- Deletion of /r/ sound at the end of the 

word ‘your’. 

4- Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to be’ 

5- Non-standard variation of the vocabulary 

word ‘directly’. 

6- Use of ‘ain’t’ as a general preverbal 

negator, for Standard English (SE) ‘isn’t’. 

Conversation 8 

Background: Plum, Eva’s only son is the 

addresser in the conversation. He is talking 

to his mother. Eva couldn’t tolerate his 

miserable condition due to drug addiction 

and decides to burn him to death. The 
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conversation is just before that incident. 

Plum’s speech has examples of speech 

variety when he says, 

 “Hey, man. Hey. You holdin’ me, 

Mamma?”, “Mamma you so purty. 

You so purty, Mamma.”, “… whyn’t 

you go on back to 

bed…”.(Morrison,1974: 46-47) 

Variables: 

The addresser uses non-standard variation. 

The variables are mentioned below: 

1- Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to be’ 

2- Non-standard variation of the vocabulary 

word ‘pretty’ as ‘purty’. 

3- The morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 

4- Formation of direct questions without 

auxiliary verb ‘do’. 

Conversation 9 

Background: In this conversation, Helene is 

the addresser who is talking to her daughter 

Nel and asks her to pull her nose to give a 

good shape to it. She says,  

“While you sittin’ there, honey, go 

‘head and pull your nose.” 

(Morrison, 1974: 57) 

Variables: 

1- Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to be’ 

2- The morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 

3- Deletion of the unstressed initial syllable  

Conversation 10 

 Background: The three community 

women- Hannah, Sula’s mother; Patsy, and 

Valentine- are the informants who are 

talking casually about the problems of child-

rearing. All of them have speech variations. 

One of them says, 

“They a pain… mamma…told me 

not to have ‘em soon.” “He just wild 

with me. Be glad when he growed 

and gone… he still a pain.” Another 

friend supports the view, “… Hester 

grown now… Likin’ them is another 

thing.” Hannah says, “… They 

different people, you know…” 

(Morrison,1974: 56-57) 

Variables: 

 1- Absence of the copula- the verb 

‘to be’ 

 2- The morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 

3- Deletion of /θ/ sound of ‘th’. 

4- Use of non-standard form past form (V-

ed) even for the irregular verb. 

Conversation 11 

Background:The conversation is among 

Sula, Nel, and Chicken Little, just before the 

death of Chicken, the little boy whose body 

Sula swings around and around in play until 

her hands slip, and he flies out over the river 

and drowns. Nel watches and no one 

discovers their culpability. The samples of 

speech variation around this incident are: 

“Your mamma tole you to stop eatin’ 

snot…” (Sula); “Leave him ‘lone…. 

Lemme show…” (Sula); “Naw” 

(Chicken); “You scared we gone 

take your bugger away?” (Sula); 

“Y’all better come down…” (Nel); 

“I ain’t never coming down”, “ 

Naw.Lemme go”(Chicken); “… I’m 

leavin’ you” (Sula); “… I’m a tell 

my brovver.”(Chicken); It ain’t your 

fault….le’s go…” (Nel)    

(Morrison,1974: 59-63) 

Variables: 
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 1- deletion of sound /d/ from the 

word ‘told’. 

2- The morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 

3- Deletion of the unstressed initial syllable. 

4- The variant spelling of no (exclamation), 

representing a dialect or non-standard 

pronunciation. 

5- ‘Brovver’ is a slang term that stands 

for ‘brother’. 

6-Use of ‘ain’t’ as a general preverbal 

negator and also the presence of double 

negation. 

Conversation 12 

 Background: Eva and her daughter 

Hannah are the informants in the speech act. 

The entire conversation circumferences the 

questioning by Hannah about Eva’s 

motherly love for her children. Actually, she 

intends to know the reason behind Eva’s act 

of setting her son- Plum on fire. It is a 

voluminous interaction, so all the variables 

in both the characters’ speech are put 

together. 

 “…we was little”, “…just 

wonderin’…”, “…didn’t mean 

nothing…”, “They for tonight”, 

“…ain’t brought me none yet.”, “ 

…peck ain’t enough..”, “…he say he 

got…”, “…he alright.”, “…talkin’ 

‘bout…Playin’…”, “…what you 

talkin’ ‘bout?”, “…’bout them beets, 

mamma”, “…you wasn’t thinkin’ 

‘bout…” (Hannah). The variables 

observed in Eva’s speech are as 

follows: “…you thinkin’…”, 

“…wonderin’…”. “…what you 

mean…? How you gone not mean 

…”, “You gone can them?”, 

“…thought you was gone can 

some.”, “…triflin’…”, “…he all 

right…everybody all right… ‘cept 

mamma…only one ain’t all right… 

‘cause she didn’t love us… you 

settin’ here ….healthy -ass self and 

ax me…”, “…wasn’t nobody playin’ 

…’cause you…things was 

bad…niggers was dying…ain’t 

you?...Paul gone bring … they’s a 

melon…ain’t they?...they’s  a 

pork…”, “… talkin’ 

‘bout…leapin’‘round… 

playin’…ain’t that love?...forget 

‘bout themsores…shittin’ 

worms…They wasn’t no time. Not 

none…got one day done here…you 

all coughin’…me watchin’…you 

wassleepin’ … they dead…was 

comin’what you talkin’ ‘bout…?”, 

“…Jes a piece. You got a lil ole 

piece layin’ ‘round in there…”, 

“…He give me …he come on out… 

they is…a carryin’ on…to git 

back…that carryin’ on …gettin’ 

him…keepin’ him…I ain’t got…was 

crawlin’ back…not no more… he 

was growed …smilin’ and crawin’ 

up…creepin’…a big old growed-up 

man…I knowed it….I done 

everything…”.Morrison,1974: 69-

72) 

Variables: 

 1-Use of ‘ain’t’ as a general 

preverbal negator and also the presence of 

double negation. 

2- The morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 

3- Deletion of the unstressed initial syllable.  
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4- Use of non-standard form past form (V-

ed) even for the irregular verb. 

5- Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to be’ 

6- Deletion of sound /t/. 

7- Use of pronoun and noun together. 

8- Use of ‘ain’t’ as a general preverbal 

negator, for Standard English (SE) ‘isn’t’ 

9- Singular auxiliary for all subjects- ‘was’ 

is used with the subject ‘you’ regardless of 

subject-verb concord. 

10- Use of verb stem as past tense. 

11- Transposition of adjacent consonants, as 

‘ax’ for SE (Standard English), ask. 

12-Vowel change, using ‘i’ (/I/)instead of 

‘e’ (/ɛ/)in the word ‘get’. 

Conversation 13 

 Background:Sula returns to 

Medallion after a ten-year absence, 

accompanied by a swarm of robins. Sula's 

actions demonstrate that she lacks a sense of 

community, and as a result, the residents of 

the town come to despise her, viewing her as 

a manifestation of evil. Sula sends her 

grandmother to an aged home out of fear of 

her grandmother's harshness and 

perceptiveness, a decision that incites the 

neighborhood against her. The interlocutors 

in the conversation are Sula and her 

grandmother, Eva. It is a long conversation, 

thus, all the examples of variation for both 

the informants are specified together.  

“… have knowed them birds meant 

something.”, Them little… tails 

ain’tgoing to do you no more 

good…”, “Don’t you say hello to 

nobody…you ain’t seen …?”, “… 

where they is and…they coming…”, 

“Gettin’… you was …”, “…I ain’t 

supposed…”, “ You ain’t been 

…you starting something”, “…don’t 

let your mouth start nothing…when 

you gone to get …”, “ …Ain’t no 

woman got no business floatin’ 

around without no man.”, “ …ain’t 

right for you…”, “ I’m atell you…”, 

“ Don’t nobody talk to me like that. 

Don’t nobody…”, “Hold on,you 

lyin’ heifer!”, “Don’t talk to me 

about no burning.”, “You throwed 

yours away”, “One day you gone 

need it” (Eva). “How you been 

doing…?”, “…just ‘causeyou was 

bad enough to cut…”, “…her days 

wasn’t too long.”, “ But I ain’t. Got 

that? I ain’t…”. (Sula)   

(Morrison,1974: 91-94) 

Variables: 

1-Use of ‘ain’t’ as a general preverbal 

negator and also the presence of double 

negation. 

2- The morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 

3- Use of non-standard form past form (V-

ed) even for the irregular verb. 

4- Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to be’. 

5- Use of pronoun and noun together. 

6- Use of verb stem as past tense. 

7- Deletion of the unstressed initial syllable.  

8- Generalization of “is/ was” to use with 

plural and second person subjects. 

Conversation 14 

 Background: Nel and Sula share a 

strong bond. They are both happy, Nel 

becomes a wife, and Sula goes to college. 

Ten years later Sula’s return imparts magic 

to Nel’s days that marriage had not. It is 

their first meeting after Sula’s return to 

Medallion. Sula and Nel are the informants, 

laughing and enjoying together while 
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sharing the old memories. The examples of 

speech variation from their talk are as 

follows:  

“How you doin’?”, “…didn’t nobody 

tell you?, “ …I’m burnin’ up.”, “ 

…you puttin’ it up…”, “ …we was 

little.”, “Couldn’t nobody be dumber 

than I was.”, “ …you wasn’t in no 

college…you didn’t write to 

nobody.”, “…TarBaby don’t 

eat….the Deweys still crazy.”, “ 

Don’t nobody know.”, “ You ever 

known me to lie to you?”, “ …we all 

that’s left…”, “ You better at this 

…”, “… I talked to you ‘bout 

this…”, “ …that ain’t love…” 

(Sula).     “…you haven’t changed 

none.”, “…scamblin’…”, “…but we 

sure made a lot out of it.”, “They still 

here. You the one went off.”, “…you 

was in Nashville.”, “…you know she 

been gettin’ stranger …after she 

come out the hospital.”, “I heard one 

of ‘em’s mamma…”, “Thatain’t no 

place for Eva. All them women is 

dirt…”, “But nobody put no stock in 

it.”, “A doctor don’t never set foot in 

there. I ain’t figured out…”, “You 

the one to do it…”, “… we know the 

truth, it don’t matter…”. (Nel)   

(Morrison,1974: 96-104) 

Variables: 

 1-Use of ‘ain’t’ as a general 

preverbal negator and also the presence of 

double negation. 

2- The morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 

3- Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to be’. 

4- Use of pronoun and noun together. 

5- Use of verb stem as past tense. 

6- Generalization of “is/ was” to use with 

plural and second person subjects. 

7- Absence of third-person singular present 

tense. 

Conversation 15 

 Background:Sula’s education and 

experience in the white man’s world alienate 

her from the community at large. The 

community at the Bottom labels her as a 

devil and ostracized her. The following 

conversation is an example of such gossip 

where two community women are revealing 

Sula’s damning evidence. The speech 

variations in the interaction of Dessie and 

Cora are as follows: 

“Ain’t said nothing ‘bout it ‘cause I 

…”, “ …mention it to Ivy but not 

nobody else…’bout a month…’cause 

I hadn’t…”, “Shadrack carryin’  on 

…walkin’‘round it salutin’ and 

carryin’ on …hollerin’ 

commands…”, “ Who’s tellin’ 

this?”, “…he was just cuttin’…over 

‘cross the road, steppin’ …Shadrack 

ain’t civil to nobody!”, “…when you 

buyin’ his fish he cussin’…ain’t…he 

cussin’ you…ain’t …he doin’ you 

favor.”, “ …he don’t cuss her?”, 

“…she smellin’ you….and don’t 

like…went runnin’ on…and him still 

standin’ there tippin’…this a point I 

was comin’ to…I ain’t never had 

nosty before.” (Dessie). “Naw”, “We 

all know ‘bout your linoleum…”, 

Shadrach don’t wear no hat.”, “Sure 

ain’t.”, “…everybody know he a 

reprobate.” (Cora)(Morrison,1974: 

115-117) 

Variables: 
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 1-Use of ‘ain’t’ as a general 

preverbal negator and also the presence of 

double negation. 

2- The morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 

3- Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to be’. 

4- Use of object pronoun in place of subject 

pronoun. 

5- Deletion of the unstressed initial syllable.  

6- Generalization of “is/ was” to use with 

plural and second person subjects. 

7- Absence of third-person singular present 

tense. 

8- The variant spelling of no (exclamation), 

representing a dialect or non-standard 

pronunciation. 

Conversation 16 

 Background: Sula has her first non-

traditional relationshipwith Ajax, a would-

be pilot. He not only speaks to her but also 

listens and recognizes her brilliance. 

Assuming that she is tough and wise, he 

shuns chauvinism and refuses paternalism. 

The interlocutors of the speech act are Sula 

and Ajax. The examples of variation from 

their conversation are given as: 

“I been lookin’ all over you.”, “Ain’t 

that pretty?”, “Go ‘way…go ‘way.”, 

“We sick.”, “…you ain’t even 

missed…”, “Where you been?” 

(Ajax)   (Morrison,1974: 124-133) 

Variables: 

 Speech variation has been observed 

only in Ajax’s language, while Sula, the 

second informant does not use variation in 

her dialogues. 

1-Use of ‘ain’t’ as a general preverbal 

negator. 

 2- The morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 

as ‘-in'. 

3- Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to be’. 

4- Deletion of the unstressed initial syllable.  

5- Use of unstressed “been” for SE 

‘has/have been’ 

Conversation 17 

 Background: Sula and Nel have a 

very close friendship bonding until Sula 

seduces Jude, Nel’s husband. Jude leaves the 

town, Nel and their children, and Nel blames 

Sula. Three years later, when Nel visits a 

dying Sula, they have this conversation. The 

informants are Nel and Sula, the variables 

observed in their speech act are as follows:  

“I heard you was sick”, “ …but you 

sure you should be staying …?”, 

“That ain’t help”, “…you a woman 

and you alone.”, “You repeating 

yourself.”, “Ain’t that the same…?”, 

“…ain’t it?”, “…you can’t keep 

none.”, “They worth keeping…”, 

“…why don’t that matter?”, “You 

laying there…”, “What you mean?”, 

(Nel). Speech variation in Sula’s 

language is as follows: “…school 

don’t let out till three.”, “You 

lying…”, “What you talking about?”, 

“Ain’t you alone?”, “It don’t do 

nothing for me.”, “How repeating 

myself?”, I ain’t living it”, “…they 

dying like a stump.”, “Ain’t that 

something?”, “What you mean take 

him away?”, “How you know?”, 

“How you know it was you?”  

(Morrison,1974: 138-146) 

Variables:1-Use of ‘ain’t’ as a general 

preverbal negatorand also the presence of 

double negation 
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2- Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to be’. 

3- Absence of third-person singular present 

tense. 

 4- Absence of auxiliary verb ‘do/does’ in 

the present tense. 

 

Conversation 18 

 Background: After Sula’suntimely 

death, Nel visits Eva Peace- Sula’s 

grandmother at old people’s home. The 

conversation is between Nel and Eva Peace. 

She holds Nel equally responsible for 

Chicken Little’s death. The examples of 

speech variation are as follows:  

“Howdy. St down.”, “You eat 

something funny today?”, “…you 

gone be sick later on.”, “You was 

there.”, “…I don’t drink they old 

orange juice. They puts 

something…”, “You ain’t answered 

me yet.”, “Never was no 

difference…”. (Eva). There are a few 

variables observed in Nel’s speech: 

“…I didn’t have no chop suey.”, “I 

didn’t throw no little boy in the 

river.”             (Morrison,1974: 167- 

170) 

Variables: 

 1-Use of ‘ain’t’ as a general 

preverbal negatorand also the presence of 

double negation 

2- Absence of third-person singular present 

tense. 

3- Using pronouns and nouns together. 

4- Formation of a direct question without 

inversion of the subject and auxiliary verb. 

5-'Howdy' isa slang term, an informal way 

of saying 'Hello. ' 

 All the above-mentioned variables 

are presented in a tabular form to get the 

frequency of these variables. To make the 

process of categorization organized, these 

variables are broadly divided into three 

categories, i.e., phonological variables, 

grammatical variables, and morphological 

variables. 

 

S.no.                                       Variable Frequency 

A Phonological Variables  

1 Deletion of the unstressed initial syllable. 27 

2 The morphophonologicalvariance in the pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end 

of a word as ‘-in'. 

68 

3 Deletion of sound - /d/ or /t/ or /r/  11 

4 Transposition of adjacent consonants, as ‘ax’ forStandard English, ask.  1 

5 Vowel change, using ‘i’ (/I/)instead of ‘e’ (/ɛ/) in the word ‘get’ 2 

6 Deletion of /θ/ sound of ‘th’.  3 
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 Total 112 

B Grammatical Variables  

1 Use of ‘ain’t’ as a general preverbal negator & presence of double 

negation 

62 

2 Absence of third-person singular in the present tense. 5 

3 Use of pronoun and noun together. 4 

4 Formation of direct questions without inversion of the subject & verb. 3 

5 Absence of auxiliary verb ‘do/does’ in the present tense. 7 

6 Absence of the copula- the verb ‘to be’. 30 

7 Generalization of “is/ was” to use with plural and second person subjects. 27 

8 Use of object pronoun in place of subject pronoun. 1 

9 Use of non-standard form past form (V-ed) even for the irregular verb. 6 

10 Use of unstressed ‘been’. 8 

11 Use of ‘invariant be’  3 

 Total 156 

C Morphological Variables  

1 Using slang terms 11 

2 Use of Creole vocabulary 6 

 Total 17 

 Total of all the sections 285 

Table 1: Frequency of variables in speech variations 

 In the table, section A shows the 

phonological variations that occurred in the 

speech act of the fictive characters. The 

statistics indicate that ‘the 

morphophonologicalvariance in the 

pronunciation of ‘-ing’ at the end of a word 
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as ‘-in’ has the highest frequency (used 68 

times) followed by ‘deletion of the 

unstressed initial syllable’ (occurred 

27times), whereas, the least observed 

variation that happened once is 

‘transposition of adjacent consonants, as 

‘ax’ for Standard English, ask’. Overall, six 

types of phonological variations are 

observed a total of 112times. 

 

 Section B of the table shows various 

grammatical variations used by the 

characters. In total eleven types of variations 

are discovered under this category. The first 

three highly observed grammatical 

variations are: ‘use of ‘ain’t’ as a general 

preverbal negator & presence of double 

negation’ (f=62), followed by ‘absence of 

the copula- the verb ‘to be’(f=30), and 

‘generalization of “is/ was” to use with 

plural and second person subjects (f=27). 

The sum-up score of all the grammatical 

variables is 156. 

 

Section C of the table demonstrates the 

frequency of variables at the morphological 

level. These variables are divided into two 

categories: ‘slang terms’(f= 11) and ‘Creole 

vocabulary’(f=6). The fictive characters 

have used speech variations considerably 

i.e., 285 times. Among all the categories of 

variables, nineteen types of variations are 

observed, moreover, grammatical variables 

scored the highest frequency of 156 times, 

whereas phonological variables and 

morphological variables scored a frequency 

of 112 and 17, respectively. 

To identify the distinctive features of these 

variations, Rickford’s (1999) study is used 

as the base to specify a relationship to 

AAVE. The related literature is reviewed to 

discover ethnolects so that characters’ 

speech variations can be used to establish a 

relationship between their social position 

and their identity. Analyzing the linguistic 

traits generally associated with a certain 

ethnic group might help the researcher to 

identify its association with it. The features 

of speech variation in the fictive 

conversations show a relationship between 

the language used and the ethnicity of the 

characters. Almost all the characters of the 

fictive world created by Morrison in ‘Sula’ 

belong to the marginalized Afro- American 

community, imaging the cultural conflicts in 

which they are placed. Morrison’s novel 

reflects the contemporary sense of 

fragmentation and the characters’ language 

is the most effective tool to attain that goal. 

The data shows the similarity between the 

variations and features of AAVE that are 

informed by the research of the most 

established authorities on AAVE. (Labov 

1969, 1972; Wolfram 1974; Wolfram & 

Thomas 2002; Smitherman 1986, 2000; 

Rickford 1999, 2000). 

 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

 Toni Morrison is a novelist who is 

skillful in the art of characterization in such 

a way that her characters are so life-like and 

to attain this goal, the delineation of these 

characters is so realistic.  

 Similar to the real world, Morrison’s 

fictive characters in casual and intra-ethnic 

communication, regardless of social class, 

educational background, or geographic area, 

use some traits of AAVE to varying degrees. 

The result shows thatthe frequency of 

speech variations is higher among the old 
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age characters’ speech acts, variables 

observed in Rochelle’s (Nel’s grandmother) 

and Eva peace’s, (Sula’s grandmother) 

exemplifies this notion. Even the same 

characters’ variations vary as per the 

situation. When Sula and Nel have 

interactions, the speech variations are lesser 

in comparison to the situations when they 

are in conversation with other members of 

the community around them. 

 

 Moreover, the findings reflect that 

even a white character- the train conductor 

(conversation 1) uses some variations which 

are typical to AAVE. It shows that AAVE is 

not exclusively used by a particular ethnic 

group, moreover, a member of the working 

class picks up some traits of AAVE living 

and working among that group. 

Furthermore, conversations among the 

fictive characters of ‘Sula’ as a corpus of 

AAVE and NSE(non-standard English), 

impart much-needed information on the 

social and situational contexts. The socio-

linguistic analysis of the corpus facilitates 

the researcher to answer the question of 

establishing a relationship between the 

linguistic features of the informants and 

their racial identity. 

 

 Morrison used her first-hand 

understanding of AAVE, which she gained 

as a member of the African community, to 

depict it via the language of her fictional 

characters. Hence, AAVE is a legitimate 

language variation that communicates the 

collective experiences of its speakers 

appropriately and distinctively. The 

linguistic elements present in Morrison’s 

writings mark the informal language spoken 

in the Afro-American community; 

furthermore, these traits illustrate a culture 

in its honest, unapologetic, natural state 

without fear of prejudice or judgments from 

an outside class. Hence, Morrison very 

carefully preserves the language of the 

community that dominates the fictive world 

of her writings. All of the studies in this 

context indicate the relationship between 

speech variations and social stratification 

and the findings of the present study is not 

an exception. The study may help 

researchers and students to implement the 

method for a better understanding of any 

piece of literature. 
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