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Ethnic Englishes: American Indian English 

GraŜyna J. Rowicka (Leiden University) 

Due to the British colonial past and extensive emigration from the British Isles, a large number of new 

English varieties have developed in various parts of the world. I will focus on the varieties spoken by 

Indigenous peoples in the USA and Canada, generally referred to in the literature as American Indian 

English (AIE). Early studies concentrated on the transfer from the ancestral languages in bilingual 

speakers, although it was observed that AIE varieties were also spoken by monolingual (English-

speaking) community members (Leechman and Hall 1955, Cook and Sharp 1966, Bartelt et al. 1982, 

Leap 1977, 1993, Flanigan 1984, Wolfram 1984, a.o.). I will argue for the following. 

– Transfer effects fade away when the ancestral language becomes extinct (Rowicka 2005). 

– New variables arise that preserve the distinctiveness of AIE. These are often not unique to AIE, but 

common to many nonstandard English varieties which differ among each other mainly in 

quantitative terms. 

– Contrary to Leap (1993), who claims that each ancestral language gives rise to a distinct AIE 

variety, the spreading of certain variables among AIE varieties may lead to the development of 

“General AIE”, with several regional variants. 

I will base the above claims on an apparent time study of t-glottaling in AIE spoken in Washington 

State, USA. It involves the replacement of word-final t, and much less frequently p and k, by the 

glottal stop, as in (1). Such glottal stop is generally audibly released, often followed by an ‘echo’ 

vowel (boat [bouʔ�]), and distinct from common unreleased t and from the preglottalised t in 

unstressed syllables reported for AAVE (Wolfram & Fasold 1974). T-glottaling will be compared in 

the speech of adults, youth and children. 

(1) a. PHRASE-FINAL t 

…it’s a boa[ʔ], and it’s… 

What have you go[ʔ]? 

b. PRE-CONSONANTAL t 

Can you shu[ʔ] my ga[ʔ]e? 

Tha[ʔ] was i[ʔ]. 

c. PRE-VOCALIC t 

grea[ʔ] elder 

if I were taugh[ʔ] a[ʔ] tha[ʔ] age… 

 d. p, k 

He grew u[ʔ] with a lo[ʔ]a tha[ʔ]. 

She doesn’ wanna be li[ʔ]e… she said, she didn’… 

Similar glottaling has been reported for other AIE varieties and interpreted as transfer from the 

ancestral languages (Leap 1993). Although all Native languages in the area had ʔ and glottalised 

consonants, I argue that t-glottaling in my data does not involve transfer from those languages, but is a 

result of diffusion from other nonstandard (American) English varieties, because: 

– it was absent from the speech of bilingual (ancestral language and English) speakers recorded in 

the 1960s. 

– its frequency is the highest among the youth and children who have not been exposed to the 

(extinct) ancestral languages. 



PLM 2007 Abstract 

– its world-wide spread has recently been reported from the British Isles, a.o. to New Zealand, and its 

roots have been traced back to Scottish English (Bayard 1990, Milroy, Milroy & Hartley 1994, 

Macafee 1997, Docherty & Foulkes 1999, Mees & Collins 1999, Stuart-Smith 1999, Fabricius 

2002, a.o.). 
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