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CHAPTER ONE 

BLACK ENGLISH5 

AN OVERVIEW OF SELECTED ISSUES

"What  i t  i s !  What i t  i s ! "

" T h a t  c a t  name S h a f t  i s  a bad m o t h e r — " "Hush you  mou-f ! ,!

" C a n ' t  nobody  n e v e r  do n o t h i n  i n  M r .  S m i th  c l a s s .  11

" L e a s t  my momma d o n ' t  buy  h e r  f u r n i t u r e  f r o m  t h e  Good W i l l ! "

" I  come h e r e  t o d a y  t o  t e s t i f y  w hat  t h e  L o r d  done d i d  f o r  

me. "

" I t  b e e s  d a t  way s o m e t i m e . "

What i t  i s !  What i s  i t ?  I t  i s  t h e  v o i c e  o f  B l a c k  A m e r i c a ,  

v a r i o u s l y  l a b e l e d  B l a c k  E n g l i s h ,  B l a c k  D i a l e c t ,  B l a c k  I d i o m ,  o r  

r e c e n t l y  E b o n i c s "  ( S m i t h e r m a n ,  1 9 7 7 s 1 ) .

T h i s  s t u d y  i s  a l o o k  a t  t h e  s t a t e  o f  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  t o d a y .

I t  i n t e n d s  t o  s u p p o r t  the? t h e o r y  t h a t  t h e  e n d u r a n c e  o f  B l a c k  

E n g l i s h  v e r n a c u l a r  a t t e s t s  t o  a c o n t i n u e d  and g r o w in g  r a c i a l  

s e p a r a t i o n  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y .  T h i s  s t u d y  w i l l  e x a m in e  f o u r  m a j o r  

p o i n t s  i n  s u p p o r t  o f  t h i s  t h e o r y .  They a r e  f i r s t ,  t h a t  B l a c k  

E n g l i s h  has  a s t r u c t u r a l  base;; s e c o n d ,  t h a t  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  a l s o  

h a s  a c u l t u r a l  b a s e ;  t h i r d ,  t h e  e n d u r a n c e  o f  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  :is 

r e l a t e d  t o  s o c i o e c o n o m i c  l e v e l s  and f o u r t h ,  t h a t  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  

i s  a c o n s c i o u s l y  m a i n t a i n e d  d i a l e c t  and l a n g u a g e  t h a t  s e r v e s  as  

a b u f  f  e r  a g a i  n s t  t h e  m a j o r i  t y  p o p u l a t i  o n .

T h e s e  w i l l  t h e n  be e x a m in e d  i n  f u r t h e r  d e t a i l  w i t h i n  t h e  

c o n t e x t  o f  t h r e e  u n i q u e  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s t y l e s  as  d i s p l a y e d  i n
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t h e  b l a c k  a d o l e s c e n t  c o m m u n i t y .  T h i s  i n d e p t h  l o o k  a t  r a p ,  body  

l a n g u a g e  and r i t u a l  i n s u l t s  w i l l  make up t h e  b u l k  o f  t h i s  

s t u d y »

F o r  c l a r i t y ,  i t  i s  a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  b e t w e e n  t h e  

t e r m s  s t r u c t u r a l  and c u l t u r a l  as  t h e y  r e l a t e  t o  t h i s  p a p e r „ 

S t r u c t u r e  r e f e r s  t o  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  n e t w o r k s  and t h e  s t a t u s  

s t r u c t u r e  t h e y  d e f i n e ,  w h i l e  c u l t u r e  r e f e r s  t o  a s y s te m  o f  

s h a r e d  b e l i e f s  and o r i e n t a t i o n s  t h a t  f u n c t i o n  a s  b e h a v i o u r  

s t a n d a r d s  ( B l a u  and S c o t t ,  c i t e d  i n  Z i n n ,  1 9 8 2 s 2 6 4 ) .

I n  r e s e a r c h i n g  t h i s  w o r k ,  a v a r i e t y  o f  s o u r c e s  w e r e  u s e d .

In  a d d i t i o n  t o  b o t h  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  and p o p u l a r  l i t e r a t u r e  

r e f e r e n c e s ,  t h e r e  i s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  amount o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  

g a t h e r e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  p e r s o n a l  o b s e r v a t i o n  o f  b l a c k  a d o l e s c e n t s  

i n c l u d e d  h e r e  as  w e l l .

S i n c e  r e f e r e n c e  w i l l  o f t e n  be  made t o  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  as  i t  

r e l a t e s  t o  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h ,  some d i s c u s s i o n  o f  how a l a n g u a g e  

i s  s t a n d a r d i z e d  i s  i n  o r d e r  h e r e -  B a s i c a l l y ,  a l a n g u a g e  

v a r i e t y  i s  s a i d  t o  be  s t a n d a r d i z e d  i f  a s e t  o f  norms d e f i n i n g  

" c o r r e c t "  u s a g e  h a s  been  c o d i f i e d  and a c c e p t e d  w i t h i n  a sp e e c h  

c o m m u n i ty -  T y p i c a l l y ,  t h e s e  c o d i f i e d  norms a r e  a v a i l a b l e  i n  

t h e  f o r m  o f  d i c t i o n a r i e s ,  g ra m m a rs ,  s t y l e  m a n u a ls ,  e t c .  The  

a c c e p t a n c e  o f  t h e  c o d i f i e d  l a n g u a g e  f o r m  i s  n o r m a l l y  a d v a n c e d  

by t h e  power e l i t e  o f  t h e  s o c i e t y  and i s  c o n f i r m e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  

s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  such as  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ,  s c h o o l s ,  and t h e  

mass m e d ia  (Ryan and G i l e s ,  1 9 8 2 s 3 ) .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  a s t a n d a r d  

l a n g u a g e  g e n e r a l l y  h a s  t h e  b r o a d e s t  r a n g e  o f  s o c i a l  u t i l i t y .

I t  i s  l i k e l y  t o  be used  by i t s  s p e a k e r  i n  most s i t u a t i o n s



i n c l u d i n g  l i v i n g ,  w o r k i n g  and r e c r e a t i o n a l  d o m a in s .

N o n s t a n d a r d  d i a l e c t s ,  i n  t h i s  c a s e  B l a c k  E n g l i s h ,  e x h i b i t  a 

more l i m i t e d  u s a g e  .and a r e  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  f e w e r  d o m a i n s ,  such  as  

t h e  1 i  v i  ng and r e c r  e a t i  o n a l  s e t t  i  n g s I n  a d d i  t i  on , v a r  i  a n t  

l a n g u a g e s  t h a t  h a v e  a h i s t o r y  s o l e l y  r e s i d i n g  i n  t h e  o r a l  mode 

a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  become s t a n d a r d  t h a n  a r e  t h o s e  w h ic h  a r e  

p r e s e r v e d  i n  w r i t t e n  f o r m .

Two o t h e r  a s p e c t s  o f  s t a n d a r d i z a t i o n  c o n c e r n  t h e  au tonom y  

and h i s t o r i c a l  r o o t s  o f  l a n g u a g e  v a r i e t i e s .  C o n c e r n i n g  t h e  

h i s t o r i c a l  b a c k g r o u n d  o f  l a n g u a g e ,  i t  h as  been  i m p o r t a n t  f o r  

t h e  s t a t u s  o f  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  t o  t r a c e  i t s  r o o t s  t o  A f r i c a  r a t h e r  

t h a n  t o  e m p h a s iz e  i t s  d e v e lo p m e n t  w i t h i n  t h e  s e t t i n g  o f  

A m e r ic a n  s l a v e r y  ( D i l l a r d  as  c i t e d  i n  Ryan and G i l e s ,  1 9 S 2 s 4 > .

I n  o r d e r  t o  e x a m in e  b l a c k  A m e r ic a n  d i a l e c t s  w i t h  t h e  

c l e a r e s t  p o s s i b l e  f o c u s ,  l e t  us f i r s t  c o n s i d e r  c e r t a i n  

h i s t o r i c a l  p a r a l l e l s  t o  a n o t h e r  n o n s t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  d i a l e c t .  

Co ckney  h a s  been  spoken  by t h e  l o w e r  w o r k i n g  c l a s s e s  i n  London  

f o r  c e n t u r i e s .  The u p p e r  c l a s s e s  i n  E n g l a n d ,  on t h e  o t h e r  

h a n d ,  speak, a s t a n d a r d  d i a l e c t  known as  r e c e i v e d  p r o n u n c i a t i o n .  

T h ro u g h  t h e  y e a r s ,  C o ckne y  h a s  s u r v i v e d  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  s p o r a d i c  

abandonm en t  and v a r i o u s  s o c i a l  p r e s s u r e s ,  b u t '  t h e  d i a l e c t  

e n d u r e s  a s  a t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e  c o h e s i o n  and s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  

C o ckn ey  s p e ech  c o m m u n i ty  (Baug h ,  1 9 8 3 s 1 - 2 ) .

In  t h i s  c o u n t r y ,  most  p e o p l e  c o n s i d e r  t h e  B l a c k  d i a l e c t  t o  

be t h e  spe ech  o f  t h e  l o w e r  c l a s s e s  and t a k e  i t  as  an i n d i c a t i o n  

o f  s u b s t a n d a r  d i  n t e 1 1 i  g e n e e  a n d / o r  e d u c a t i  o n . H i s t o r  i  c a l l y , 

a d v o c a t e s  o f  w h i t e  s u p re m a c y  h a v e  p a i n t e d  " N e g ro  s p e e c h "  as



d e f i n i t i v e ?  e v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  i n f e r i o r i t y  o f  b l a c k s  

<B augh ,  1 9 8 3 s 1 1 ) .

Most  r e s e a r c h  i n  t h e  l a s t  t w e n t y  y e a r s ,  h o w e v e r ,  r a t h e r  

c o n v i n c i n g l y  s u p p o r t s  t h e  t h e o r y  t h a t  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  h a s  i t s  

r o o t s  i n  West  A f r i c a  and i s  i n  r e a l i t y  a c r e o l i s e d  v e r s i o n  o f  

t h a t  a n c i e n t  t o n g u e .  T h i s  c r e o l i s t  t h e o r y  i s  v e r y  p o p u l a r  

among many s c h o l a r s  b e c a u s e  i t  p r o v i d e s  s u p p o r t i v e  e v i d e n c e  

t h a t  r e i n f o r c e s  b l a c k  p r i d e  and n a t i o n a l i s m ;  m o r e o v e r ,  t h e  

c r e o l e  p o s i t i o n  e m p h a t i c a l l y  v i e w s  b l a c k  s p e e c h  as  b e i n g  

d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  -  n o t  i n f e r i o r  (B aug h ,

19833 1 2 ) -  I n  w h a t  B l a c k  l i n g u i s t  D r -  G r a c e  H o l t  c a l l s  o u r  

" s e m a n t i c s  o f  i n v e r s i o n , "  b l a c k  p e o p l e  h a v e  r e t a i n e d  a f e a t u r e  

o f  M a n d in g o ,  I b o ,  Y o r u b a ,  W o l o f ,  and o t h e r  A f r i c a n  l a n g u a g e s .  

F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  p r o n u n c i a t i o n  o f  "mo" i n s t e a d  o f  

"more"  r e f l e c t s  t h o s e  A f r i c a n  l a n g u a g e s  t h a t  do n o t  h a v e  an " r "  

so u n d .  T h e s e  and o t h e r  s u r v i v i n g  A f r i c a n i s m s  — such as  t h e  

a b s e n c e  o f  t h e  " t h "  sound — h e l p  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t  how B l a c k  

E n g l i s h  d e v e l o p e d  i n  t h e  A m e r ic a n  s l a v e  com m uni ty  ( S m i t h e r m a n ,  

" B l a c k  E n g l i s h s  So Good I t ' s  ' B a d ' " ,  i n  E s s e n c e  , 1 9 8 is 1 5 4 ) .

B u t  t h e  most i m p o r t a n t  f i n d i n g  o f  a l l  t h i s  r e s e a r c h  h a s  been  

t h a t  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  i s  j u s t  a s  l o g i c a l  and o r d e r e d  as  any  o t h e r  

E n g l i s h  d i a l e c t ,  i n  s p i t e  o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  commonly  

v i e w e d  by  w h i t e  s p e a k e r s  as b e i n g  somehow i n f e r i o r ,  d e f o r m e d ,  

o r  1 i  mi t e d  ( D a n i e l s ,  1983  s 6 8 ) .

L i k e  any o t h e r  l a n g u a g e ,  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  i s  p r i m a r i l y  composed  

o f  t h r e e  e l e m e n t s :  l e x i c o n ,  s y n t a x  and p h o n o l o g y .  A l s o  l i k e  

any  o t h e r  l a n g u a g e ,  t h e  b l a c k  d i a l e c t  o p e r a t e s  by r u l e s :  i t  i s
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n o t  a random,, s l o p p y  i m i t a t i o n  o-f some o t h e r  d i a l e c t , b u t  t h e  

m a n ! - f e e t a t i o n  o-f a s e t  o-f s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  c o n t r a s t i n g ,  e q u a l l y  

1 o g i  c a l  1 a n g u a g e  r u l  e s  <D an i  e l  s 1 9 0 3 s 154 > *

BLACK ENGLISH: STRUCTURAL ISSUES

I t  i s  s a f e  t o  s a y  t h a t  t o  a g r e a t  e x t e n t ,  t h e  d e n i g r a t i o n  o f

B l a c k  E n g l i s h  i s  due t o  a h i s t o r y  o f  r a c i s m  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y .

A l s o ,  i t  i s  e n t i r e l y  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h e  r a c i s m  t h a t  l i n g e r s

t o d a y  has  been  b o r n  f r o m  t h e  s t e r e o t y p e s  and p r e j u d i c e s  t h a t
*>

w e r e  im posed  ~ a l t h o u g h  c e n t u r i e s  ago  -  t o  keep  t h e  r a c e s  

a p a r t «

S t r o n g  a s s i m i l a t o r y  f o r c e s  h a v e  been  a t  work and i n  some 

c o n t e x t s  a r e  b ec o m in g  s t r o n g e r , so t h a t  i n  many i n s t a n c e s  

b l a c k s  may s p e ak  t o  a l l  i n t e n t s  and p u r p o s e s  t h e  same way a s  

t h e i r  n e i g h b o r s . .  J u s t  as  c o m p l e t e  l i n g u i s t i c  a s s i m i l a t i o n  

t a k e s  p l a c e  w i t h  i m m i g r a n t  groups. ,  so  i t  can  and does  w i t h  

b l a c k s *  S e v e r a l  h i s t o r i c a l  e v e n t s  h a v e  r e i n f o r c e d  t h e  t e n d e n c y  

t o  d i f f e r *  One was t h e  e a r l y  use  o f  E n g l i s h - b a s e d  p i d g i n s  and  

c r e o l e s  among s l a v e  p o p u l a t i o n s *  T h i s  had a t r e m e n d o u s  e f f e c t  

on t h e  k i n d  o f  E n g l i s h  w h ic h  b l a c k  A m e r i c a n s  h a v e  come t o  s p e ak  

i n  v a r i e t i e s  o f  sp e e c h  w h ic h  h a v e  been  c a l l e d  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  

V e r n a c u l a r  ( F e r g u s o n  and H e a t h ,  1 9 8 1 3 9 2 ) *

B l a c k  s l a v e s  com ing t o  t h i s  new w o r l d  w e re  s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  

i s o l a t e d  f r o m  o t h e r  s p e a k e r s  o f  t h e i r  n a t i v e  l a n g u a g e *  S l a v e  

t r a d e r s  e ng aged  i n  t h i s  p r a c t i c e ,  t h e r e b y  d e l i b e r a t e l y  p l a n n i n g  

t h e  d e a t h  o f  A f r i c a n  l a n g u a g e s ,  t o  r e s t r i c t  p o s s i b l e  u p r i s i n g s  

d u r i n g  t h e  A t l a n t i c  c r o s s i n g . .  By c o n t r a s t ,  most w h i t e  

i m m i g r a n t s  -  a l t h o u g h  p o o r  w e r e  a b l e  t o  keep  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f



t h e i r  h o m e lan d  u n t i l  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  o r  g r a n d c h i 1d r e n  l e a r n e d  

E n g l i s h  a s  t h e i r  n a t i v e  language™ S l a v e s ,  on t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  

d i d  n o t  h a v e  t h e  a d v a n t a g e  -  and t h e  - c o m m u n ic a t iv e  l u x u r y  -  o f  

b e i n g  a b l e  t o  u s e  t h e i r  m o t h e r  tongue™ T h i s  l i n g u i s t i c  

i s o l a t i o n  i s  u n i q u e  t o  A m e r ic a n  blacks™ W i t h  t h e  p a s s i b l e  

e x c e p t i o n  o f  H a w a i i a n  n a t i v e s ,  no o t h e r  A m e r ic a n  m i n o r i t y  h as  

f a c e d  t h i s  t y p e  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  i s o l a t i o n  t h r o u g h  i n v o l u n t a r y  

cap t  u r e  ( B a u g h , 1 9 8 3 s 1 3 - 1 4 ) .

So w h i l e  s l a v e r y  i s  an o b v i o u s  s t r u c t u r a l  d e t e r m i n a n t  i n  t h e  

d i a l e c t  we know as  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  t o d a y ,  i t  i s  a l s o  i n t e r e s t i n g  

t o  r e f l e c t  on t h e  way a l a n g u a g e  r e s t r i c t i o n  can be used as  a 

m e n t a l  weapon™ B e c a u s e  an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  l a n g u a g e  i s  i n t r i c a t e l y  

bound up w i t h  h i s  o r  h e r  s e n s e  o f  i d e n t i t y  and g ro u p  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  i t  i s  c l e a r l y  u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  why h i s t o r i c a l l y  

t h e  c o n q u e r o r  f o r c e d  h i s  v i c t i m  t o  l e a r n  h i s  language™ As 

b l a c k  p s y c h i a t r i s t  F r a n t z  Fanon s a i d ,  " E v e r y  d i a l e c t  i s  a way  

o f  t h i n k i n g ™ "  Among c o l o n i z e d  p e o p l e ,  t h e  c o l o n i z e r ' s  l a n g u a g e  

and c u l t u r e  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  s u p e r i o r  t o  t h e  c o l o n i z e d  even  by  

t h e  o p p r e s s e d  t h e m s e l v e s .  ( A m e r i c a ' s  h i s t o r y  o f  b e i n g  a 

B r i t i s h  c o l o n y  may e x p l a i n  why B r i t i s h  E n g l i s h  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  

p r e s t i g i o u s  h e r e )  (Fanon c i t e d  i n  S m i t h e r m a n , *  1 9 7 7 a i 7 1 ) ™

B l a c k  E n g l i s h  c o n t i n u e s  as  a r e s u l t  o f  a t r a d i t i o n  o f  w h i t e  

su p re m a c y  i n  America™ I n  l a r g e  m e a s u r e ,  t h e  i d e o l o g y  o f  w h i t e  

su p re m a c y  was b u i l t  on a l a n g u a g e  base™ F o r  e x a m p le ,  e a r l y  

a t t e m p t s  t o  m e a s u re  i n t e l l i g e n c e  i n c l u d e d  such t a s k s  as  

r  eac  t  i  on t  i  me an d m em ory , wh e r  e Af r  i c an-Airier i  c an p e r  f  o r  mane e  

e x c e e d e d  t h a t  o f  E u ro p e a n -A m e r ic a n s ™  T h e s e  t e s t s  w e r e  d r o p p e d
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•from i n t e l l i g e n c e  m e a s u re m e n t  b a t t e r i e s .  The t e s t s  o-f 

" i n t e l l i g e n c e "  t h a t  em erge d  w e r e  b u i l t  on t h e  one t h i n g  

E u r o p e a n - A m e r i c a n s  w o u ld  a l m o s t  a l w a y s  h a v e  as  an a d v a n t a g e  

o v e r  o t h e r s  -  t h e i r  m o t h e r  t o n g u e .  T h i s  i s  how t h e  m e n t a l  

m ea s u re m e n t  deck  h a s  been  s t a c k e d .  To a g r e a t  e x t e n t ,  

" s t a n d a r d "  E n g l i s h  s k i l l s  and t h i n k i n g  s k i l l s  w e r e  and a r e  seen  

as  synonymous ( H i l l i a r d ,  " P s y c h o l o g i c a l  L a n g u a g e  F a c t o r s  -for  

A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n  C h i l d r e n " ,  i n  The E d u c a t i o n  D i g e s t  , 1 9 8 3 : 5 4 ) »  

As a r e s u l t  we a r r i v e  a t  t h e  p r e s e n t  s i t u a t i o n  i n  r e g a r d  t o  

b l a c k  s p e e c h  w h e r e i n  t h e r e  i s  r e g i o n a l  t o l e r a n c e  f o r  v a r i a n c e  

i n  w h i t e  s p e e c h  as  l o n g  a s  t h e r e  a r e  no ec o n o m ic  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  

B ut  b l a c k  s t r e e t  sp e e c h  h a s  been  s t a i n e d  w i t h  t h e  f o l k  

m y t h o l o g y  t h a t  e q u a t e s  i t  w i t h  i l l i t e r a c y ,  p o v e r t y ,  and o t h e r  

t r a p p i n g s  o f  p r e j u d i c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  (B aug h ,  1 9 8 3 : 2 0 ) ,

A n o t h e r  p o w e r f u l  h i s t o r i c a l  e v e n t  was t h e  g r e a t  m i g r a t i o n  t o  

t h e  N o r t h  f r o m  t h e  S o u th  i n  t h e  e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y .  Blum  

a r e a s  o f  m a j o r  c i t i e s  a b s o r b e d  t h o u s a n d s  o f  b l a c k s  b e tw e e n  

1 9 0 0 - 1 9 1 4 .

E x p l i c i t  g e o g r a p h i c a l  b o u n d a r i e s  w e r e  r e i n f o r c e d  by e x p l i c i t  

s o c i a l  b o u n d a r i e s  i n  r e c r e a t i o n ,  w o r s h i p  and e d u c a t i o n .  T h e r e  

w e r e  l i m i t e d  c o n t a c t s  b e tw e e n  t h e  d i v e r s e  e t h n i c  g r o u p s  o f  t h e  

c i t i e s .  The r e s t r i c t e d  s o c i a l  e n v i r o n m e n t  o f  b l a c k s  f o s t e r e d  

c o n t i n u a t i o n  o f  f e a t u r e s  o f  b l a c k  spe ech  b r o u g h t  f r o m  t h e  S o u th  

and p r o m o te d  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  t r a i t s  d i s t i n c t i v e  

t o  u r b a n  l i f e .  The a b s e n c e  o f  s u s t a i n e d  s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  

c o n t a c t  w i t h  m a i n s t r e a m  A m e r i c a  c r e a t e d  a l i n g u i s t i c  s i t u a t i o n  

i n  w h ic h  b l a c k  s p e ech  was r e l a t i v e l y  f r e e  f r o m  w h i t e  A m e r ic a n
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E n g l i s h  i n f l u e n c e s  ( F e r g u s o n  and H e a t h ,  1 9 8 Is 9 3 ) .

The i s o l a t i o n  o f  b l a c k  p e o p l e  i n  l a r g e  u r b a n  g h e t t o s  

c o n t r i b u t e s  i n  no s m a l l  way t o  t h e  p e r p e t u a t i o n  o f  t h e  B l a c k  

E n g l i  sh d i  a l e c t . A c c o r d i n g  t o  W i1 1 i am L a b o v , " L a n g u a g e  i  s 

t e l l i n g  us w h a t  we a l r e a d y  know.  I n n e r - c i t y  b l a c k s  a r e  r e m o t e  

f r o m  t h e  c e n t e r s  o f  p o w e r ,  d i v o r c e d  f r o m  t h e  c o m m u n i t y ,  so  

r e m o t e  t h a t  t h e y  d o n ' t  eve n  make a c l a i m  t o  l o c a l  r i g h t s  and  

p r i v i l e g e s "  ( Q u i n n ,  " L i n g u i s t i c  S e g r e g a t i o n " ,  i n  The N a t i o n  , 

1985s 4 7 9 —4 8 2 ) „

I n  P h i l a d e l p h i a  and o t h e r  b i g  c i t i e s ,  Lab ov  s a y s ,  

i n c r e a s i n g l y  l a r g e  num'bers o f  b l a c k  c h i l d r e n  i n  u r b a n  g h e t t o s  

n e v e r  m eet  any  w h i t e s  b e f o r e  g o i n g  t o  s c h o o l .  " W e ' r e  h e a d i n g  

t o w a r d  c i t i e s  t h a t  a r e  h a l f  b l a c k  and h a l f  w h i t e ,  w i t h  v e r y  

l i t t l e  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  b e tw e e n  t h e  t w o . "  He f u r t h e r  c i t e s  t h a t  

t h e  d i f f e r e n t  u s e s  of- l a n g u a g e  b e tw e e n  t h e  r a c e s  h a v e  t h e  

e f f e c t  o f  " l o c k i n g "  b l a c k s  o u t  o f  " i m p o r t a n t  n e t w o r k s  t h a t  l e a d  

t o  j o b s ,  h o u s in g  and b a s i c  r i g h t s  and p r i v i l e g e s "  ( W i l l i a m s ,  

" B l a c k - w h i t e  L a n g u a g e  Gap C a l l e d  D a n g er  t o  S o c i e t y " ,  i n  The  

E L i Q i  ■> 1 9 8 6 : A l > .

The o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  i s  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  o f  B l a c k  E n g l  1 sh 

i s  a l s o  a s t r u c t u r a l  h a n d i c a p  when we com pare  w h i t e  and b l a c k

h i s t o r i c a l  l a n g u a g e  b e g i n n i n g s .  W hereas  most E u ro p e a n

i m m i g r a n t s  came t o  A m e r ic a n  f r o m  a h om eland  w i t h  a s t r o n g  

w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n ,  A f r i c a n  s l a v e s  w e r e  t a k e n  f r o m  a l a n d  w h e re  

e l d e r s  m em or ised  o r a l  h i s t o r i e s .  T h i s  f a c t  was d e t a i l e d  i n  

A l e x  H a l e y ' s  R o o t s *  and w h i l e  i t  i s  a c e r t a i n  s o u r c e  o f  p r i d e

t o  t h a t  a u t h o r ,  i t  i s ,  as  was p o i n t e d  o u t  e a r l i e r ,
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l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  s t i - f l i n g  i n  t e r m s  o-f l a n g u a g e  s t a t u s .

I n  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  v a l i d a t e  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  b a s i s  t o r  B l a c k  

E n g l i s h ,  a - f a i r l y  c o n v i n c i n g  h y p o t h e s i s  was e n c o u n t e r e d  -for t h e  

e n d u r a n c e  of- t h e  w h i t e  S o u t h e r n  d i a l e c t .  T h e r e  i s - q u i t e  a c a s e  

t o  toe made f o r  t h a t  accent ,  t o  h a v e  been  g r e a t l y  i n f l u e n c e d  by  

B l a c k  E n g l i s h .  C o n s i d e r  t h a t  t h e  S o u t h e r n  d i a l e c t  s u r v i v e s  i n  

t h i s  c o u n t r y  g e o g r a p h i c a l l y  i n  what  w e r e  t h e  C o n f e d e r a t e  

S t a t e s .  The t h e o r y  h o l d s  t h a t  b e c a u s e  b l a c k  mammies and b l a c k  

p l a y c h i l d r e n  w e r e  p r i m a r y  c o n t a c t s  f o r  t h e  c h i l d r e n  o f  w h i t e  

s l a v e  m a s t e r s ,  t h e y  c o m m u n ic a te d  t h e i r  a c c e n t  t o  t h e s e  

c h i l d r e n .  I n  f a c t ,  young men w e re  o f t e n  s e n t  away t o  E n g la n d  

o r  t o  t h e  N o r t h  t o  i m p r o v e  t h e i r  s p e e c h .  Young women, who 

w e r e n ' t  c o n s i d e r e d  w o r t h  e d u c a t i n g ,  s t a y e d  home and t h u s  

r e t a i n e d  a t h i c k e r  a c c e n t .  Upon v i s i t i n g  t h e  A m e r ic a n  S o u t h ,  

C h a r l e s  D i c k e n s  was t o  r e m a r k  t h a t  w h i t e  women s p o k e  e x a c t l y  

l i k e  t h e  b l a c k s  (McCrum, C ra n  and M a c N e i 1 ,  "The S t o r y  o f  

E n g l i s h " ,  i n  PBS TV p r e s . . ,  1 9 8 6 ) .

BLACK ENGLISHs CULTURAL ISSUES

The r o o t s  o f  t o d a y ' s  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  r e s i d e  i n  West  A f r i c a  

w h e re  many l a n g u a g e s ,  160 i n  a l l ,  a r e  spo ken  a l o n g  t h e  r i v e r s .  

Most  p e o p l e  t h e r e  u s e  a p i d g i n  l a n g u a g e  -from w h ic h  E n g l i s h  

c r e o l e  was d e r i v e d  when t h e  s l a v e s  w e re  t h r o w n  t o g e t h e r  w i t h o u t  

a common sp e e c h  mode. The m i d d l e  p a s s a g e  c a r r i e d  t h i s  l a n g u a g e  

a c r o s s  t h e  A t l a n t i c . .  Many s i  awes w e re  dumped i n  t h e  West  

I n d i e s  w h e re  a West I n d i a n  p a t o i s  r e l a t e d  t o  A m e r ic a n  G u l l  ah 

s u r v i v e s  t o d a y .

Known a l s o  as G eech e e  o r  Sea I s l a n d  C r e o l e ,  G u l l  ah i s
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i n d i g e n o u s  t o  t h e  c o a s t a l  S o u th  C a r o l i n a  s t r i p  b e tw e e n

C h a r l e s t o w n  and B e a u f o r t ,  w h e r e  t h e  e a r l y  c o l o n y ' s  r i c e

p l a n t a t i o n s  e x i s t e d  i n  t h e  1 7 0 0 s ,  Some s c h o l a r s  a r g u e  f o r  an

e a r l i e r  o r i g i n  on t h e  u p p e r  G u in e a  C o a s t  o f  West  A f r i c a  b e f o r e

t h e  c o l o n i a l  s e t t l e m e n t  o f  S o u th  C a r o l i n a ,  m a i n t a i n i n g  t h a t
♦

G u l l  ah was b r o u g h t  t o  t h e  c o l o n y  as  a f u l l y  d e v e l o p e d  c r e o l e  

r a t h e r  t h a n  a s  a p i d g i n .

In  p h o n o l o g y ,  t h e r e  a r e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  b e tw e e n  t h e  v o w e l s  o f  

G u l l  ah and t h o s e  o f  c e r t a i n  West A f r i c a n  l a n g u a g e s ,  w h ic h  a r e  

a l m o s t  c e r t a i n l y  t h e  one s  s e r v i n g  as  s o u r c e  l a n g u a g e s  f o r  t h e  

p i d g i n  a n c e s t o r  o f  G u l l  ah (F e r g u s o n  and H e a t h ,  1 9 8 1 : 7 3 ) , .

I t  i s  t h e  s p e c i f i c  l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  Sea I s l a n d s ,  O n e - q u a r t e r  

m i l l i o n  b l a c k s  l i v e d  on t h e s e  i s l a n d s  v i r t u a l l y  c u t  o f f  f r o m  

t h e  m a i n l a n d  u n t i l  W o r ld  War I „ T h e i r  l a n g u a g e  had r e m a i n e d  

t h e r e f o r e  u nchanged  f o r  3 0 0  y e a r s .  I t  was t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  

p l a n t a t i o n s ,  I t  m a i n t a i n e d  A f r i c a n  i n f l e c t i o n  p a t t e r n s  and  

g r a m m a t i c a l  r u l e s  and became t h e  b a s i s  f o r  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  i n  

Ameri  c a .

T h i s  p i d g i n ,  o r  l a n g u a g e  o f  t r a n s a c t i o n , w h ic h  t h e  s l a v e s  

d e v e l o p e d  i n v o l v e d  t h e  s u b s t i t u t i o n  o f  E n g l i s h  f o r  West A f r i c a n  

l a n g u a g e  p a t t e r n s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  West A f r i c a n  a l l o w s  f o r  

s e n t e n c e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  w i t h o u t  a fo r m  o f  t h e  v e r b  " t o  b e . "  

S e n t e n c e  p a t t e r n s ,  w i t h o u t  any  f o r m  o f  t h e  v e r b  " b e , "  can  

f  r  e quen 1 1y be  h e a r d  i n  v i  r  t  u a 1 1 y an y mod e r  n - d  ay foIac k commun i  t  y 

( S m i t h e r m a n ,  1 9 7 7 : 5 - 6 ) ,

So w h i l e  c u r r e n t  r e s e a r c h e r s  g e n e r a l l y  a g r e e  t h a t  b o t h  

s t r u c t u r a l  and f u n c t i o n a l  p a t t e r n s  h a v e  t h e i r  r o o t s  i n  A f r i c a n
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t r a d i t i o n a l  c u l t u r e  and i n  t h e  s o c i a l  a d j u s t m e n t s  o f  t h e  s l a v e  

t r a d e ,  and t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  t a k e n  t h e i r  d i s t i n c t i v e  f o r m  i n  t h e  

e v o l u t i o n  o f  b l a c k  A m e r ic a n  c u l t u r e  and s o c i a l  o r g a n i s a t i o n  i n  

b o t h  u r b a n  and r u r a l  Mew W o r ld  s e t t i n g s ,  t h e  more i n t e r e s t i n g  

q u e s t i o n  i s  how much r e m a i n e d  o f  t h e i r  A f r i c a n  m o th e r  t o n g u e s ?

A f r i c a n i s m s  p e r s i s t e d , . .some a r e  s t i l l  a p p a r e n t  i n  v a r i e t i e s  

o f  B l a c k  E n g l i s h ,  and a fe w  h a v e  e v e n  e n t e r e d  t h e  m a i n s t r e a m  o f  

A m e r i c a n  E n g l i s h -  A number o f  s c h o l a r s  a g r e e  t h a t  G u l l  ah i s  

n o t  an a b e r r a n t  phenomenon o f  A f r o - A m e r i c a n  l a n g u a g e ,  b u t  

r a t h e r  a r e m n a n t  o f  s p e e c h  s i t u a t i o n s  w h ic h  w e re  p r o b a b l y  

w i d e s p r e a d  i n  t h e  e a r l y  d a y s  o f  s l a v e r y -  T h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  d o u b t  

t h a t  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  b l a c k  A m e r ic a n s  d i d  and s t i l l  d o e s ,  t o  an 

e x t e n t ,  r e f l e c t  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  West A f r i c a n  l a n g u a g e s  (F e r g u s o n  

and H e a t h , i 9 8 1 s 1 0 4 - 1 0 5 ) -

T h e r e  a r e ,  h o w e v e r ,  c r u c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  A m e r ic a n  c u l t u r e  

w i t h  r e g a r d s  t o  t h e  c o n t r a s t i n g  modes i n  w h ic h  b l a c k  and w h i t e  

A m e r i c a n s  h a v e  shaped  t h e i r  l a n g u a g e  -  a w r i t t e n  mode f o r  

w h i t e s ,  h a v i n g  come f r o m  a E u r o p e a n , p r i n t - o r i e n t e d  c u l t u r e ?  a 

spoken  mode f o r  b l a c k s ,  h a v i n g  come f r o m  an A f r i c a n ,  

o r a l 1 y —o r i  e n t e d  b a c k g r o u n d „

In  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  how t h i s  d i a l e c t i c  l a n g u a g e  

s u r v i v e s  c u l t u r a l l y ,  i t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  t h a t  l a n g u a g e  

and t h e  d i a l e c t  i n  w h ic h  i t  was l e a r n e d ,  i s  a c q u i r e d  by a ro u n d  

ag e  tw o -  I t  i s  p r e t t y  f i r m l y  f i x e d  by a b o u t  age  f i v e  o r  s i x ,  

and by a d o l e s c e n c e  t h e  b a s i c  spe ech  p a t t e r n s  h a v e  become a w e l l  

i n g r a i n e d  h a b i t -  A t  t h a t  p o i n t  l a n g u a g e  and d i a l e c t  a r e  n e a r l y  

i m p o s s i b l e  t o  ch a n g e  -• and one has  t o  be w i l l i n g  t o  s u r r e n d e r
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w h o le  c h u n k s  o-f o n e ' s  i d e n t i t y  t o  do so (Smi t h e r m a n , 1977  s 169)  .

C u l t u r a l  v a l u e s  p l a y  an i n t e g r a l  r o l e  i n  p e r p e t u a t i o n  o-f 

l a n g u a g e s  e s p e c i a l l y  n o n s t a n d a r d  v a r i e t i e s .  F o r  a l e s s  

p r e s t i g i o u s  l a n g u a g e  t o  be  m a i n t a i n e d ,  i t  must be  a s s o c i a t e d  

w i  t  h v a l u e s  t  h a t  i  t  s sp eak  e r s  s e e  as  p os i  t  i  v e  and w i  t  h w h ic h  

t h e y  w is h  t o  i d e n t i f y . '  As a r e s u l t  o f  t h e  B l a c k  Power  

M ovem ent ,  t h e  i n g r o u p  v a l u e s  o f  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s  t o d a y  a r e  w e l l  r e c o g n i z e d -  B l a c k s  a r e  p e r h a p s  l e s s  

w i l l i n g  now t h a n  t h i r t y  y e a r s  ago t o  g i v e  up t h e i r  d i a l e c t  

(Ryan and G i l e s ,  1 9 8 2 : 6 4 ) .  James B a l d w i n  onc e  d e f e n d e d  B l a c k  

E n g l i s h  by s a y i n g  i t  had added " v i t a l i t y  t o  t h e  l a n g u a g e " ,  and  

even  w ent  so f a r  as  t o  l a b e l  i t  a l a n g u a g e  i n  i t s  own r i g h t ,  

s a y i n g , " L a n g u a g e  <i . e . B1ack Eng1 i s h ) i s  a p o l i  t i c a l  

i n s t r u m e n t "  and a " v i v i d  and c r u c i a l  k e y  t o  i d e n t i t y "  ( J o n e s ,  

" W h a t ' s  Ur  on g W i t h  E-flack E n g l i s h " ,  i n  Newsweek^ 1 9 8 2 : 7 ) .

I n  o r d e r  t o  be s u c c e s s f u l  by s o c i e t y ' s  s t a n d a r d s  t o d a y  i t  i s  

n e c e s s a r y  f o r  b l a c k s  t o  be c o n v e r s a n t  i n  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h .

Tho se  m i d d l e  c l a s s  b l a c k s  who a r e  i n  t h i s  c a t e g o r y  h a v e ,  f o r  

t h e  most  p a r t ,  m a s t e r e d  t h e  s k i l l  o f  co d e  s w i t c h i n g -  T h i s  

r e f e r s  t o  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  use  one d i a l e c t  and speech  mode? i n  t h e  

w o r k p l a c e  and t o  r e l a x  b ac k  i n t o  a n o t h e r  a t  home o r  r e c r e a t i o n .  

T h e s e  b l a c k s  h a v e  t h e  d u a l  a d v a n t a g e  o f  m e e t i n g  t h e  r e q u i r e d  

sp e e c h  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  t r a n s a c t i o n s  w h i l e  r e t a i n i n g  t h e  

i n t i m a t e  l a n g u a g e  o f  home? and f r i e n d s , .  More s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  

t h e r e  a r e  r u l e s  f o r  t h e  use  o f  t h e  tw o  codess n o n s t a n d a r d  B l a c k  

E n g l i s h  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  s p e a k i n g  and l i s t e n i n g ,  

b u t  n o t  f o r  r e a d i n g  and w r i t i n g ,  and f o r  i n f o r m a l  b u t  n o t
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f o r m a l  c o n t e x t s -  A l s o ,  t h a t  s t a n d a r d  131 ack  E n g l i s h  seems t o  be  

a c c e p t a b l e  f o r  most  o c c a s i o n s  (Eyan  and G i l e s ,  1 9 8 2 : 1 2 9 ) .

W h i l e  l a n g u a g e  a c q u i s i t i o n  i s  s u b j e c t  t o  I n f l u e n c e s  i n  o u r  

e n v i r o n m e n t ,  t h e y  a r e  n o t  a l w a y s  t h e  i n f l u e n c e s  we m ig h t  t h i n k .  

A c c o r d i n g  t o  W i l l i a m  L a b o v ,  "Our b a s i c  l a n g u a g e  s y s te m  i s  n o t  

a c q u i r e d  f r o m  s c h o o l  t e a c h e r s  o r  f r o m  r a d i o  a n n o u n c e r s ,  b u t  f r o m  

f r i e n d s  and c o m p e t i t o r s :  t h o s e  we a d m i r e  and t h o s e  we h a v e  t o  

be good enough t o  b e a t . "  L a b o v  f u r t h e r  d i s c o v e r e d  t h a t  sound  

c h a n g e s  a r e  i n i t i a t e d  by t h e  h i g h e s t —s t a t u s  s p e a k e r s  o f  t h e i r  

g ro u p  -  and t h e  r a t e  a t  w h ic h  o t h e r  p e o p l e  a c q u i r e  them i s  

d i r e c t l y  p r o p o r t i o n a l  t o  t h e i r  own upw ard  o r  downward s o c i a l  

m o b i l i t y  ( Q u i n n ,  " L i n g u i s t i c  S e g r e g a t i o n "  i n  The N a t  i.on 

19855 4 7 9 - 4 8 2 ) -

We i d e n t i f y  s p e a k e r s  o f  d i f f e r e n t  l a n g u a g e s  p r i m a r i l y  by  

t h e i r  " a c c e n t -  11 T h e s e  sound p a t t e r n s  a r e  s e t  i n  o u r  c h i l d h o o d  

and so d e e p l y  i n g r a i n e d  t h a t ,  f o r  most p e o p l e ,  t h e y  a r e  n o t  

s u b j e c t  t o  c o m p l e t e  c h a n g e  a f t e r  a d o l e s c e n c e -  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  

h as  c e r t a i n  sound p a t t e r n s  t h a t  d i f f e r  f r o m  t h o s e  o f  o t h e r  

v a r i e t i e s  o f  E n g l i s h ,  and t h e s e  p a t t e r n s  a r e  o f t e n  r e c o g n i s a b l e  

e v e n  when a s p e a k e r ' s  l e x i c o n  and s y n t a x  r e v e a l  no B l a c k  

E n g l i s h  f e a t u r e s  ( D a n i e l s ,  1 9 8 3 : 1 5 9 ) .

L i k e  C o c k n e y ,  i t  seems t h a t  b l a c k  s t r e e t  speech  w i l l  s u r v i v e  

~ i n  one  f o r m  o r  a n o t h e r  -  f o r  y e a r s  t o  come- The e m p h a s is  may 

c o n t i n u e  on t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  new s k i l l s  b u t  t h a t  does  n o t  

i m p l y  t h e  r e j e c t i o n  o r  abandonment,  o f  t h e  i n t i m a t e  c o l l o q u i a l  

1 i  n g u i s t i  c norms t h a t  most b 1ack p e o p l e  f  i nd most c o m f o r t a b 1e -

A f t e r  a l l ,  t h e r e  a r e  c h u r c h e s  w h ic h  a r e  i n  l a r g e  m eas u re  a t
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t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e  b l a c k  community , .  The l a n g u a g e  i s  m a i n t a i n e d  

t h e r e  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  a g e - o l d  r i t u a l  r e s p o n s e s  and t h e  

s p i r i t u a l s ,  b o t h  o f  w h ic h  a r e  s t i l l  used  i n  West  A f r i c a  t o d a y .  

ENDURANCE OF BLACK ENGLISH I S  RELATED TO SOCIOECONOMIC LEVEL  

D i a l e c t s  do n o t  a t t a c h  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  s k i n  c o l o r s ,  b u t  

j u d g m e n t s  a b o u t  A f r i c a n  a n c e s t r y  d o ,  s a y s  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  

l i n g u i s t i c  s p e c i a l i s t ,  J . L .  D i l l a r d .  B l a c k  A m e r i c a n s  o f  a 

c e r t a i n  s o c i o e c o n o m i c  g ro u p  -  n o t  a l l  b l a c k s  -  spe ak  t h e  

d i a l e c t  d e s c r i b e d  i n  t h i s  s t u d y .

" C u r r e n t  r e s e a r c h  shows t h a t  s t a t u s  a s s ig n m e n t  a c c o r d i n g  t o  

l a n g u a g e  a f f e c t s  c i t i z e n s  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  The b l a c k  

s p e a k e r  o f  n o n s t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  s u f f e r s  much more t h a n  t h e  b l a c k  

s p e a k e r  o f  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h , .  What r u b s  s a l t  i n  t h e  wound i s  

t h a t  t h e  s p e a k e r  o f  n o n s t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  i s  u s u a l l y  much p o o r e r "  

( D i l l a r d ,  1 9 7 3 s 11) .

A l a r g e  m a j o r i t y  o f  .A m er ic an  b l a c k s  r e s i d e  i n  a lo w  

s o c i o e c o n o m i c  s t r a t u m , .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  much o f  t h e  r e a s o n  f o r  

t h a t  i s  a n a t i o n a l  h i s t o r y  o f  r a c i s m .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  W i l l i a m  

L a b o v ,  " I t ' s  n o t  j u s t  some h e r i t a g e  o f  o u r  t e r r i b l e  p a s t ,  and  

i t ' s  n o t  d i s a p p e a r i n g .  I t ' s  b e i n g  c r e a t e d  r i g h t  now. T h e r e ' s  

a g r o w i n g  b l a c k  m i d d l e  c l a s s ,  we know. But  t h e  number o f  

b l a c k s  who a r e  i s o l a t e d  and p o o r  i s  g r e a t e r  t h a n  e v e r  -  b l a c k s  

who n e v e r  s e e  a w h i t e  e x c e p t  as  t e a c h e r  o r  c o p ,  o r  a p e r f o r m e r  

on r a d i o  o r  t e l e v i s i o n .  H o s t  b l a c k s  and most w h i t e s  i n  t h i s  

s o c i e t y  a r e  g r o w in g  f u r t h e r  and f u r t h e r  a p a r t "  ( Q u i n n ,

1 9 8 5 s 4 7 9 - 4 8 2 ) .

I n  a f u r t h e r  a t t a c k  on t h e  r a c i s m  Lab ov  r e f e r s  t o ,  J im
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Q u i n n ,  w r i t i n g  i n  The N a t i o n  ( S e p t .  1 9 8 5 ) ,  l a b e l s  i t  " e l i t i s m . " 

He s a y s ,  "The  a t t a c k  on B l a c k  E n g l i s h  i s  p a r t  o f  a s t r a t e g y  t o  

c o n v i n c e  t h e  ' l o w e r  c l a s s e s '  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  d i s q u a l i f i e d  by t h e  

way t h e y  s p e a k  f r o m  e v e r  r i s i n g  ab o ve  t h e i r  s t a t i o n .  I t  i s  

a m a z in g  t h a t  t h o s e  who w ant  t o  stamp o u t  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  can  po s e  

as  c o n d e s c e n d ! n g  f r i e n d s  o f  b l a c k s ,  when w hat  t h e y  a r e  d o i n g  i s  

e r e c t i n g  one  more b a r r i e r  t o  e q u a l i t y . "

The e d u c a t i o n a l  s y s te m  g e t s  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  l a b e l i n g  o f  

b l a c k  s p e e c h  as  l o w e r - c l a s s  when i t  p u t s  f o r t h  w hat  i s  known as  

" d e f i c i t  t h e o r y . "  T h i s  t h e o r y  h o l d s  t h a t  l a n g u a g e  p r o b l e m s  o f  

b l a c k  c h i l d r e n  i n  s c h o o l s  i n  E a s t e r n  c i t i e s  a r e  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  

s o m e t h i n g  t r a c e a b l e  t o  t h e  s lum  e n v i r o n m e n t .  H o w e v e r ,  

a c c o r d i n g  t o  J . L .  D i l l a r d  ( 1 9 7 7 ) ,  " G h e t t o  d i a l e c t  i n  t h e  

N o r t h e a s t  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  has  much i n  common w i t h  c r e o l e  i n  t h e  

C a r i b b e a n  I s l a n d s !  I t  i s  h a r d  t o  s e e  j u s t  w hat  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  

c a u s e  m i g h t  be  i n v o k e d . "

I t  r e m a i n s  a f a c t  t h o u g h ,  t h a t  h i g h  l a n g u a g e  c o r r e s p o n d s  t o  

s t a t u s ,  h i g h  c u l t u r e ,  and s t r o n g  a s p i r a t i o n s  t o w a r d  upward  

s o c i a l  m o b i 1 i t y , w h i I e  1ow 1a ng uage  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  

s o l i d a r i t y ,  c o m r a d e s h i p  and i n t i m a c y  by i t s  s p e a k e r s .  Some 

e t h n i c  q r o u p s  a r e  mai n I y  c o n c e n t  r  a t e d  wi t h i  n n a r r o w  

s o c i a l - c l  a s s  b o u n d a r i e s ,  and as  a r e s u l t ,  t h e i r  l a n g u a g e  

v a r i e t i e s  a r e  o f t e n  e q u a t e d  w i t h  t h a t  s o c i a l  c l a s s .  T h i s  

a c c o u n t s  f o r  t h e  c u r r e n t  l a c k  o f  c o n c e n s u s  on B l a c k  E n g l i s h  

s i n c e  i t  i s  o f t e n  c l a s s i f i e d  as  a lo w  l a n g u a g e  due m a i n l y  t o  

the* low  s o c io e c o n o m i c  l e v e l  o f  a m a j o r i t y  o f  i t s  s p e a k e r s .

I n  f a c t ,  t h e  l a n g u a g e  i s  spoken a t  v a r i o u s  t i m e s  by some



n i n e t y  p e r c e n t  o-f t h e  b l a c k  c o m m u n i ty  -  r e g a r d l e s s  o-f 

s o c i o e c o n o m i c  s t a t u s  -  i n c l u d i n g  p o e t s  and p r o f e s s o r s ,  

e n t e r t a i n e r s  and e l i t e s ,  r e v e r e n d s  and r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s -  The  

d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw e e n  b l a c k  " l e a d e r s "  o r  t h e  b l a c k  " m i d d l e  c l a s s "  

and t h e  b l a c k  " u n d e r c l a s s "  i s  t h a t  l e a d e r s  and t h e  m i d d l e  c l a s s  

can s h i f t  t o  w h i t e  E n g l i s h  when t h e  s i t u a t i o n  c a l l s  f o r  i t .  

T h u s ,  t h i s  g r o u p  commands tw o  l a n g u a g e s ,  w h i l e  t h e  " u n d e r c l a s s "  

i s  f l u e n t  i n  o n l y  one  ( S m i t H e r m a n ,  i n  E s s e n c e  1 9 8 Is 3.54) .

I t  i s  a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  l o o k  a t  t h e  i m m i g r a n t  s t a t u s  o f  

l a n g u a g e  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  a s  i t  may o r  may n o t  a p p l y  t o  b la c k s , ,  

W h i l e  many n o n - b l a c k s  c o n s i d e r  p o v e r t y  t o  be a common p o i n t  o f  

s o c i a l  e n t r y ,  p o v e r t y  a l o n e  doe s  n o t  r e f l e c t  t h e  s p e c i a l  

b a r r i e r s  t h a t  b l a c k s  h a v e  f a c e d  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e i r  u n i q u e  

l i n g u i s t i c  h i s t o r y . ,  Most  w h i t e  i m m i g r a n t s  came t o  A m e r ic a  f r o m  

s o c i e t i e s  w i t h  a l o n g - s t a n d i n g  w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n ,  and t h e y  w e r e  

a b l e  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e i r  hom eland  u n t i l  f u t u r e  

g e n e r a t i o n s  -  l e a r n i n g  l o c a l  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  and a c q u i r i n g  

t h e i r  e d u c a t i o n  i n  w h i t e  s c h o o l s  w e re  a b l e  t o  e n t e r  s o c i e t y  

on a c o m p e t i t i v e  f o o t i n g .  D e s c e n d a n t s  o f  s l a v e s ,  on t h e  o t h e r  

h a n d ,  by  v i r t u e  o f  b e i n g  d e n i e d  t h e  u se  o f  t h e i r  A f r i c a n  

t o n g u e ,  w e r e  f o r c e d  t o  u s e  a p i d g i n i z e d  E n g l i s h ,  Add t h e  

h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t  t h a t  i t  was i l l e g a l  t o  t e a c h  s l a v e s  t o  r e a d  and  

w r i t e ,  and t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  o f  a c c e s s  t o  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c  

m a i n s t r e a m  d i m i n i s h e s  r a p i d l y  (Baug h ,  1 9 8 3 : 2 9 —3 0 ) .

BLACK ENGLISH I S  A CONSCIOUSLY MAINTAINED DIALECT AND LANGUAGE 

SERVING AS A BUFFER AGAINST THE MAJORITY POPULATION

The n o t i o n  o f  a b l a c k  c o d e - s p e e c h  o f  s o r t s  d a t e s  back t o
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s l a v e r y  when d e l i b e r a t e l y  r e f u s i n g  t o  a c c e p t  arid a s s i m i l a t e  t h e  

l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  w h i t e  e n s l a v e r s / c a p t o r s  was s i m p l y  a n o t h e r  

means o f  a d d i n g  t o  t h e  " t r o u b l e s o m e  p r o p e r t y  c o n c e p t "  (Stampp  

as  c i  t e d  i  n Twi g g s , 1 9 7 3 s 2 7 )  A c o r r e l  a t  i  ng p o s s i  b i  1 i  t y  t o  

a c c o u n t  f o r  e n d u r i n g  p r o n u n c i a t i o n a l  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  t h a t  t h e  use  

o f  d o u b l e  e n t e n d r e  i n  w h ic h  t h e r e  i s ,  e v e n  t o d a y ,  and was 

d u r i n g  s l a v e r y  a c o n s t a n t ,  d e l i b e r a t e  d o u b l  e~~l ang uage  u s a g e ,  

i n v o l v i n g  a word co d e  s y s te m  w h ic h  o n l y  b l a c k s  u n d e r s t o o d  

( T w i g g s ,  1973s28>  -

I n  u n i v e r s a l  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  t h i s  

phenom enon,  J a n e t  L u k e n s  s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  t h a t  " t e n d e n c y  

f o r  s p e a k e r s  t o  u s e  t h e i r  i n g r o u p  l a n g u a g e  i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  'o f  

o u t g r o u p  members who a r e  u n f a m i l i a r  w i t h  i t .  Th rou gh  t h e i r  u se  

o f  t h e  i n g r o u p  l a n g u a g e  i n  t h e  l a t t e r ' s  p r e s e n c e ,  i n g r o u p  

members may c o u n t e r a c t  t h e  c o m m u n i c a t i v e  d i s t a n c e s  a l r e a d y  

e s t a b l i s h e d  by t h e  o u t g r o u p . "  She f u r t h e r  adds t h a t  " t h e  

e m p h a s is  o f  a d i s t i n c t l y  b l a c k  speech  s t y l e  i n  i n t e r r a c i a l  

e n c o u n t e r s  may r e s u l t  f r o m  t h e i r  d e s i r e  t o  d i s t a n c e  t h e m s e l v e s  

f r o m  w h i t e s "  ( L u k e n s ,  1 9 7 9 s 1 5 4 —5 ) .

B e g i n n i n g ,  t h e n ,  w i t h  an o b s t i n a t e  and p ro u d  r e f u s a l  t o  

l e a r n  E n g l i s h ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  t o  l e a r n  i t  p r o p e r l y ,  i t  i s  l o g i c a l  

t h a t  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  e n d u r e s  t o d a y  as  an i d e n t i f y i n g  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c .  I t  c a n n o t  be d e n i e d  t h a t  b l a c k  A m e r ic a n  

v e r n a c u l a r  has  g i v e n  b i r t h  t o  a s p e ech  f o r m ,  even  a l i t e r a t u r e ,  

w h ic h  i s  d i s t i n c t  f r o m  t h a t  o f  t h e  d o m in a n t  c u l t u r e -  I t  i s  a 

l a n g u a g e  t h e  g r o u p  r e c o g n i z e s  as i t s  own and i n  w h ic h  i t  

p r e s s e s  i t . s  c o l  1 e c t i  ve  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .
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I t  was t h a n k s  t o  t h e  - f e r t i l i t y  o f  t h e i r  g e s t u r a l  " m o to r "  

memory t h a t  t h e s e  A f r i c a n s ,  p l u n g e d  i n t o  a E u r o p e a n / P r o t e s t a n t  

e n v i r o n m e n t  w h ic h  e f f a c e d  t h e i r  r e s i d u a l  " im a g e "  memory,  w e re  

a b l e  t o  s t r u c t u r e  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  t h e y  w e r e  o b l i g e d  t o  l i v e  o u t  

i n  t h e  c o n c e n t r a t i o n - c a m p  w o r l d  o f  s l a v e r y ,  t h e n  i n  a s t a t e  o f  

s e r f d o m  dosed  w i t h  l y n c h i n g s  a n d ,  f i n a l l y ,  i n  t h e  r a c i s t  u r b a n  

g h e t t o s  < Ba'l mi r  , " B1 ack  Eng 1 i  sh " , i n  UNESCO C o u r i e r  A 1993  n i l ) .  

I t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  h e r e  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  a l a n g u a g e  i s  n o t  j u s t  

an a s s e t  o f  a c u l t u r e  o r  g r o u p ,  b u t  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  human b e i n g s -  

Our n a t i v e  l a n g u a g e  i s  t h e  spe ech  o f  o u r  p a r e n t s ,  s i b l i n g s ,  

f r i e n d s  and c o m m u n i ty -  I t  i s  t h e  c o d e  we u se  t o  c o m m u n ic a te  i n  

t h e  most  p o w e r f u l  and i n t i m a t e  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  o u r  l i v e s -  I t  i s  

a c e n t r a l  p a r t  o f  o u r  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  an e x p r e s s i o n  and a m i r r o r  

o f  w h a t  we a r e  and w is h  t o  be -  Our l a n g u a g e  i s  as  p e r s o n a l  and  

as  i n t e g r a l  t o  eac h  o f  us as  o u r  b o d i e s  and o u r  b r a i n s ,  and i n  

o u r  own u n i q u e  w a y s ,  we a l l  t r e a s u r e  i t  ( D a n i e l s ,  1 9 S 3 s 7 8 ) .

F u r t h e r  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  as  an 

i d e n t i f i e r  i s  o f f e r e d  by R a c h e l  L- J o n e s ,  w r i t i n g  i n  Newsweekj.  

Dec .  2 7 ,  1 9 8 2 ,  when she  s t a t e s ,  " I  know f r o m  e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t

i t ' s  im p or -1an t  f o r  h l a c k  peop 1 e , s t r i p p e d  o f  c u l t u r e  and  

h e r i t a g e ,  t o  h a v e  s o m e t h i n g  t h e y  can p o i n t  t o  and s a y ,  ' T h i s  i s  

o u r s ,  WE can com prehend  i t ,  WE a l o n e  can  s p e ak  i t  w i t h  a 

s o u 1 f  u 1 f 1 o u r  i s h - ' "

B o th  i n  s l a v e r y  and now, t h e  b l a c k  com m uni ty  p l a c e s  a h i g h  

v a l u e  on t h e  spoken w ord -  From a b l a c k  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  w r i t t e n  

d o c u m e n ts  a r e  l i m i t e d  i n  w hat  t h e y  can t e a c h  a b o u t  l i f e  and  

s u r v i v a l  i n  t h e  w o r l d -  A s i d e  f r o m  a t h l e t e s  and e n t e r t a i n e r s ,
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o n l y  t h o s e  b l a c k s  who can  p e r f o r m  s t u n n i n g  f e a t s  o f  o r a l  

g y m n a s t i c s  become c u l t u r e  h e r o e s  and l e a d e r s  i n  t h e  com m uni ty  

( S m i t h e r m a n ,  1 9 7 7 s 7 6 ) „

A c c o r d i n g  t o  Thomas Kochman i n  h i s  b o o k ,  B l a c k  and W h i t e  

i„n Cgnf  l i . c t ^  b l a c k s  eve n  r e l a t e  t o  l a n g u a g e  i n  a more  

p e r s o n a l  way t h a n  w h i t e s , .  B l a c k s  p r e s e n t  t h e i r  v i e w s  as  

a d v o c a t e s -  They t a k e  a p o s i t i o n  and show t h a t  t h e y  c a r e  a b o u t  

t h i s  p o s i t i o n -  T h i s  s t a n c e  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  mode o f  

p r e d o m i n a n t l y  o r a l  c u l t u r e s  l i k e  t h a t  o f  p r e s e n t - d a y  b l a c k  

c o m m u n i ty  p e o p l e -

P r e s e n t - d a y  w h i t e s  r e l a t e  t o  t h e i r  m a t e r i a l  a s  spokesm en,  

n o t  a d v o c a t e s -  T r u t h  o r  i d e a  m e r i t  i s  i n t r i n s i c  t o  t h e  i d e a  

i t s e l f -  How d e e p l y  a p e r s o n  c a r e s  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  

t h e  i d e a ' s  b a s i c  v a l u e -  T h i s  a c c o u n t s  f o r  w h i t e ' s  i m p e r s o n a l  

mode o f  e x p r e s s ! o n -

B e c a u s e  b l a c k s  d e a l  f r o m  a p o i n t  o f  v i e w ,  t h e y  t e n d  t o  

d i s b e l i e v e  w h i t e s  who c l a i m  n o t  t o  h a v e  a p o i n t  o f  v i e w  and 

t h e r e f o r e  o f t e n  a c c u s e  w h i t e s  o f  i n s i n c e r i t y  (Kochman,

19813 2 0 - 2 2 ) -

F o r  many b l a c k s ,  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  i s  n o t  o n l y  u n f a m i l i a r ,  i t  

i s  s o c i a l l y  u n a c c e p t a b l e -  Q u ic k  f u n  w i l l  be  made o f  anyone  

c a u g h t  " t a l k i n  p r o p e r "  i n  an a l l  b l a c k  g ro u p  o f  p e o p l e -  

A c c o r d i n g  t o  J - L -  D i l l a r d  < 1 9 7 7 ) ,  " F i n d i n g s  l e a d  t o  t h e  

c o n c l u s i o n  t h a t  B l a c k  E n g l i s h ,  even  th o u g h  t h a t  o f  a s e v e r e l y  

' d i s a d v a n t a g e d '  g r o u p ,  d e r i v e s  f r o m  a com plex  s e t  o f  c u l t u r a l  

t r a n s m i s s i o n s  and i s  m a i n t a i n e d  p r i m a r i l y  by an e q u a l l y  com plex  

s e t  o f  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and c o m m u n i c a t i v e  n e t w o r k s - "



A l s o  ev e n  t h o u g h  b l a c k  s e m a n t i c  t e r m s  may v a r y  somewhat f ro m  

r e g i o n  t o  r e g i o n  and t o  some e x t e n t  w i t h i n  s u b g r o u p s  i n  t h e  

b l a c k  c o m m u n i t y ,  t h e  A f r o - A m e r i c a n ' s  i n t u i t i v e  k n o w le d g e  o f  

b 1 ack  s e m a n t i c s ,  c o u p 1 ed w i t h  h i s  o r  h e r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  

common b l a c k  e x p e r i e n c e ,  e n a b l e s  t h a t  p e r s o n  t o  i n t e r p r e t  o r  

t r a n s l a t e  any  w o r d s ,  e x p r e s s i o n s ,  and i d i o m s  n o t  h e a r d  b e f o r e .  

Thus b l a c k s  f r o m  one c o m m u n i ty  h a v e  no t r o u b l e  a d j u s t i n g  t o  t h e  

b l a c k  l i n g u i s t i c s  o f  a n o t h e r  com m uni ty  ( S m i t h e r m a n ,  1977s72>«

I t  h as  been  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  s u r v i v a l  and b l a c k  com m uni ty  

s o l i d a r i t y  f o r  b 1 a c k s  t o  " t a l k  t h a t  t a l k . "  B1 ack Eng1 i sh has  

c h a n g e d  o v e r  t h e  p a s t  f o u r  h u n d r e d  y e a r s ,  b u t  i t  s t i l l  i s n ' t  

t h e  same as  w h i t e  E n g l i s h -  As lo n g  as  we h a v e  two s e p a r a t e  

s o c i e t i e s  i n  c o n t a c t  and c o n f l i c t ,  w e ' r e  g o i n g  t o  h a v e  two  

s e p a r a t e  l a n g u a g e s  ( S m i t h e r m a n ,  i n  Essence .*  1 9 8 1 : 1 5 4 ) .

SUMMARY

T h i s  s t u d y  h as  e x a m in e d  t h e  phenomenon o f  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  

s u r v i v a l  f r o m  f o u r  a s p e c t s -  F i r s t ,  s t r u c t u r a l  i n f l u e n c e s  on 

t h e  l a n g u a g e  i n c l u d e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  h e r i t a g e  o f  s l a v e r y  f ro m  

w h ic h  i t  s p r i n g s ,  b u t  a l s o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  and c o n t i n u i n g  

i s o l a t i o n  o f  b l a c k  p e o p l e  i n  w hat  amount t o  g h e t t o  s i t u a t i o n s .  

I t  h as  lo o k e d  a l s o  a t  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n s  o f  t h e  West A f r i c a n  

t o n g u e  and i t s  o r a l  r o o t s  r a t h e r  t h a n  w r i t t e n  o n e s ,  as  w e l l  as  

t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  r a c i s m  p r e s e n t  i n  s o c i e t y  i n  g e n e r a l -  A l l  o f  

t h e s e  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  k e e p i n g  b l a c k  v e r n a c u l a r  a l i v e -

S e c o n d ,  r a t h e r  as a r e a c t i o n  t o  o r  i n  s p i t e  o f  t h e  

s t r u c t u r a l  c a u s e s ,  a c u l t u r a l  b a s e  e x i s t s  w i t h  r o o t s  i n  West  

A f r i c a  and t h e  e n d u r a n c e  o f  t h e  p l a n t a t i o n  G u l l  ah l a n g u a g e  w i t h



i t s  a t t e n d a n t  i n f l u e n c e  on B l a c k  E n g l i s h -  Code s w i t c h i n g ,  

r a t h e r  t h a n  a c o m p l e t e  c r o s s o v e r  t o  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h ,  seems t o  

be  t h e  r u l e ,  w h i l e  t h e  m e d ia  a p p e a r s  t o  h a v e  l i t t l e  i n f l u e n c e  

on t h e  b l a c k  d i a l e c t  due t o  t h e  e a r l y  a g e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  

la n g u a g e . .  C h u r c h e s ,  as  w e l l ,  c o n t i n u e  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  l a n g u a g e  

t h r o u g h  s p i r i t u a l s  and r i t u a l  r e s p o n s e s . .

S o c io e c o n o m i c  l e v e l  p l a y s  a m a j o r  r o l e  i n  t h e  p r e s e r v a t i o n  

o f  b l a c k  d i a l e c t . ,  Due t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  r a c i s m  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  

w h ic h  c o n v i n c e d  many t h a t  t h e  d i a l e c t  s i g n a l l e d  low  

i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  many e d u c a t o r s  as  w e l l  as  e m p l o y e r s  c o n s i d e r  

B l a c k  E n g l i s h  a s i g n  o f  i n e p t i t u d e -  T h i s  a t t i t u d e  t h e n  s e r v e s  

t o  m a i n t a i n  b l a c k s  i n  a low  s o c i a l  s t r a t a  w i t h  o n l y  a 

c o m p a r a t i v e  f e w ,  t h o s e  who a r e  a b l e  t o  m a s t e r  t h e  a r t  o f  code  

s w i t c h i n g ,  r e a c h i n g  m i d d l e  c l a s s -

F i n a l l y ,  r e a c h i n g  a l l  t h e  way back  t o  a s t u b b o r n  r e f u s a l  by  

s l a v e s  t o  m a s t e r  t h e  E n g l i s h  l a n g u a g e  and t h e  acc om pany ing  

d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  t h e i r  own d o u b l e  e n t e n d r e s  meant  t o  c o n f u s e  t h e  

s l a v e r s ,  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  s e r v e s  t o d a y  as  an i d e n t i f i e r -  I t  s e t s  

b l a c k s  a p a r t  i n  a way w h ic h  t h e y  d i c t a t e  and w h ic h  i s  d i f f i c u l t  

t o  i m i t a t e -  W i t h  t h e i r  h i g h  v a l u e  p l a c e d  on t h e  spoken w o rd ,  

t h e  b l a c k  c o m m u n i ty  p r o m o t e s  a fo rm  o f  s o l i d a r i t y  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  

own f o r m  o f  s p e e c h -

T h a t  t h e  c r e o l e s  h a v e  been m a i n t a i n e d  as  v i a b l e  home 

l a n g u a g e s  i n t o  t h e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  i n  one  

o f  t h e  most h i g h l y  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  c o u n t r i e s ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  low  

e s t e e m  i n  w h ic h  t h e y  a r e  h e l d ,  i n d i c a t e s  s o m e t h in g  o f  t h e i r  

c o n t i n u i n g  v i t a l i t y  and i m p o r t a n c e  f o r  t h e i r  speech  c o m m u n i t i e s



a s  l i v i n g  l a n g u a g e s -  A c t u a l l y ,  G u l l  ah may w e l l  s e r v e  as  a 

symbol  o f  e t h n i c  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  among b l a c k s  (F e r g u s o n  and  

H e a t  h , 1 9 8 1 s 9 0 ) -

U l t i m a t e l y ,  t h e  " l a n g u a g e "  i s  a l i v e -  I t  can b e ,  by  t u r n s ,  

l i l t i n g ,  g r a t i n g ,  l o v e l y ,  h a r s h ,  y e t  e v e r  c h a n g i n g -  And o f t e n  

t h e r e  i s  no r e a l l y  e x p l i c i t  t r a n s l a t i o n  t o  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  

t h a t  w i l l  c o n v e y  t h e  s o u l  o r  e m o t io n  o f  a p h r a s e -
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E d u c a t i o n  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  was c o n c e i v e d  t o  be  t h e  g r e a t  

e q u a l i z e r .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y  t h e r e  i s  s t r a t a  t o  t h i s  s y s te m  w h ic h  

c a u s e s  d i v i s i o n s  and l e v e l s  i n  t h a t  e q u a l i t y -  S i n c e  young  

p e o p l e  i n  A m e r i c a  a l l  p r o c e s s  i n t o  t h e  s c h o o l s  a t  s o m e t im e  o r  

o t h e r ,  t h e y  a r e  u n a v o i d a b l y  i n f l u e n c e d  o r  s tam ped  by t h e i r  

e x p e r i e n c e  t h e r e .

E m e r g in g  i n  a d o l e s c e n c e ,  young b l a c k s  can be seen  t o  e x h i b i t  

l a n g u a g e  t r a i t s  t h a t  a r e  b o t h  s t r u c t u r a l l y  and c u l t u r a l l y  

b a s e d ,  s o c i o e c o n o m i c a l l y  i n f l u e n c e d  and c o n s c i o u s l y  m a i n t a i n e d .  

T h e s e  t r a i t s ,  more o f t e n  t h a n  n o t ,  e r e c t  r o a d  b l o c k s  i n  t h e i r  

p a t h s  t o  good j o b s  and w id e  a c c e p t a n c e  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  i n  t h e  

s o c i e t y  a t  l a r g e -  The o v e r a l l  e f f e c t ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  

e q u a l i z a t i o n ,  can bec ome f  u r  t h e r  s e p a r  a t  i  o n «

T h i s  c h a p t e r  w i l l  t a k e  a c l o s e r  l o o k  a t  t h e  e n d u r a n c e  o f  

B l a c k  E n g l i s h  among a d o l e s c e n t  b l a c k s  f r o m  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  

v a n t a g e  p o i n t  t h a t  i t  i s  s t r u c t u r a l l y  and c u l t u r a l l y  b a s e d ,  

s o c i o e c o n o m i c a l l y  i n f l u e n c e d ,  and c o n s c i o u s l y  m a i n t a i n e d .  In  

t h i s  w ay ,  t h e  s t u d y  s u b m i t s ,  a g r o w in g  s e p a r a t i o n  b e tw e e n  t h e  

r a c e s  i s  p e r p e t u a t e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  y o u t h  o f  t h e  c u l t u r e .
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Why do b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  g e n e r a l l y  h a v e  more t r o u b l e  l e a r n i n g  

t o  r e a d  t h a n  t h e i r  w h i t e  c o u n t e r p a r t s  i n  m i d d l e - c l a s s  s c h o o l s ?



A c c o r d i n g  t o  H a r v e y  A- D a n i e l s ,  t h e  b re a k d o w n  i s  p r i m a r i l y  

a t t i t u d i n a l , n o t  l i n g u i s t i c -  He s a y s  t h a t  b l a c k  c h i l d r e n  who 

e n t e r  s c h o o l s  w i t h  an e f f e c t i v e  command o f  t h e i r  d i a l e c t  may,  

by t h e  end o f  t h e i r  i n s t r u c t i o n  i n  E n g l i s h ,  become c o n f u s e d  

a b o u t ,  i f  n o t  h o s t i l e  t o w a r d ,  t h e  w h o le  e n t e r p r i s e  ( D a n i e l s ,

1983  s 1 8 1 ) -

W i t h  t h e i r  l a n g u a g e  as  t h e  p r i m a r y  g u a g e ,  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  

s p e a k i n g  y o u n g s t e r s  e n t e r i n g  s c h o o l s  w i t h  t h e i r  e n t h u s i a s m  f o r  

l e a r n i n g  a t  i t s  peak  a r e  o f t e n  c r i t i c i z e d ,  c o r r e c t e d  and  

u l t i m a t e l y  d e v a l u e d -  I n  A m e r i c a  t o d a y ,  t r a g i c a l l y  

d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  num bers  o f  young b l a c k s  c o n t i n u e  t o  be  l a b e l e d  

" h a n d i  c a p p e d , " l e a r n i n g  d i s a b l e d , "  o r  " b e h a v i o r  p r o b l e m s . " *

And many e d u c a t o r s ,  i n s t e a d  o f  p a y i n g  a t t e n t i o n  t o  docum ented  

l a n g u a g e  d i f f e r e n c e s  t h a t  may be i n t e r f e r i n g  w i t h  t h e  

p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  t h e s e  s t u d e n t s  i n  s c h o o l ,  c o n t i n u e  t o  t h i n k  i n  

t e r m s  o f  c u l t u r a l  d e p r i v a t i o n  and c o m p e n s a t o r y  e d u c a t i o n  ( O r r ,  

1 9 8 7 s 1 2 ) -

B e t t y  Lou D u B o is  a s s e r t s s  " T h e r e  i s  p r o b a b l y  v e r y  l i t t l e  t h e  

s c h o o l s  can do t o  ch a n g e  t h e  p r e v a l e n t  a t t i t u d e s  o f  t h e  

d o m in a n t  g r o u p ,  s i n c e  t h e  s c h o o l s  a r e  a f t e r  a l l  i t s  a g e n t s ,  b u t  

t h e y  can  c e a s e  p r o m o t i n g  t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  m a s t e r y  o f  s t a n d a r d  

d i a l e c t  i n s u r e s  e n t r y  i n t o  t h e  d o m in a n t  g r o u p - "

And N. N u ru  o b s e r v e s  t h a t  s o c i e t a l  a t t i t u d e s  a t t a c h e d  t o  

b l a c k  d i a l e c t  t r a n s c e n d  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c  co m p e te n c e  o f  t h a t  

d i a l e c t ,  p e r m e a t e  t h e  e n t i r e  w o r l d  o f  t h e  c h i l d  and a f f e c t  t h e  

r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  c h i l d ' s  a s p i r a t i o n s -  She n o t e s  t h a t  t h e s e  

a t t i t u d e s  c a n n o t  be l i g h t l y  d i s m i s s e d  o r  e a s i l y  c h a n g e d ,  and
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t h a t  t h e  r e a l i t y  t o r  t h e  c h i l d  i s  t h a t  t h e s e  a t t i t u d e s  l a t e r  

may s e r v e  a s  a b a s i s  -for a c a d e m ic  p l a c e m e n t ,  e d u c a t i o n  and  

em p lo y m e n t  ( S t a r k s ,  i n  Bl ,ack EngJ._i.shj, Edu.cat i .onal .  E q u i t y  and  

t h e  L a w *  1 9 8 3 : 1 0 2 ) .

A g e n e r a l  c o n c e n s u s  o f  o p i n i o n  a p p e a r s  t o  be  g a t h e r i n g  t h a t  

e d u c a t i o n a l  p o l i c i e s  w h ic h  f a i l  t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h e  c r e o l e s  as  

l a n g u a g e  v a r i e t i e s  w h ic h  a r e  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h o s e  

used i n  most c l a s s r o o m s  may doom c r e o l e —s p e a k i n g  c h i l d r e n  t o  

f a i l u r e  w i t h  a c a d e m ic  s u b j e c t s  i n  l a r g e  numbers  ( F e r g u s o n  and  

H e a t h ,  1 9 8 1 s 9 0 ) .

An i n t r i g u i n g  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  how B l a c k  E n g l i s h  s p e a k e r s  a r e  

h a n d i c a p p e d  i n  t h e  n o n - E n g l i s h  a r e a s  as w e l l  i s  d e t a i l e d  by  

E l e a n o r  W i l s o n  Or r  i n  h e r  book Iw i .c e  As Less  s. B l a c k  E n g l i s h  and  

t h e  P e r f o r m a n c e  o f  B l a c k  S t u d e n t s  i n  M a t h e m a t i c s  and Science™.  

O r r  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  l a n g u a g e  may in d e e d  p l a y  a p a r t  i n  s h a p in g  

c o n c e p t u a l  t h i n k i n g -  Her  d a t a  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  l a n g u a g e  may sh a p e  

t h e  way one p e r c e i v e s  q u a n t i t a t i v e  r e l a t i o n s  -  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  

t h a t  t h e  way a B l a c k  E n g l i s h  s p e a k e r  may u n d e r s t a n d  c e r t a i n  

S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  e x p r e s s i o n s  o f  q u a n t i t a t i v e  r e l a t i o n s  can  

a f f e c t  h i s  o r  h e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h o s e  r e l a t i o n s ™  T h a t  

l a n g u a g e  may a f f e c t  t h e  way one t h i n k s  i n  math and s c i e n c e  i s  

s i g n i f i c a n t  ( O r r ,  1 9 8 7 : l i > -

O r l a n d o  T a y l o r ,  A c t i n g  Dean o f  Howard U n i v e r s i t y ' s  Sc h o o l  o f  

C o m m u n ic a t i o n ,  i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  t h a t  must be fa c e d s  

" A l l  you h a v e  t o  do i s  l o o k  a t  t h e  n a t i o n a l  s t a t i s t i c s  on 

s c h o o l  a c h i e v e m e n t  i n  l a n g u a g e  a r t s  f o r  m i n o r i t y  c h i l d r e n  t o  

see  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  a p p r o a c h e s  d o n ' t  w ork -  - - - C h i l d r e n  who



come t o  s c h o o l  s p e a k i n g  n o n s t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  s c o r e  a t  o r  n e a r  

t h e  b o t t o m -  When t h a t  h a p p e n s ,  you e i t h e r  h a v e  t o  assume  

t h e r e ' s  s o m e t h i n g  i n n a t e  i n  b l a c k s  t h a t  p r e v e n t s  t h e i r  l e a r n i n g  

S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h ,  o r  s o m e t h i n g  i n a d e q u a t e  i n  t e a c h e r s ,  o r  — t h e  

one I  a r g u e  f o r  -  t h a t  t e a c h e r s  h a v e  i n  t h e i r  h a n d s  an a p p r o a c h  

t h a t  i s  i  n a p p r o p r  i  a t e "  ( O r r ,  lS}S7s :L2~*13) «
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" I t ' s  p o s s i b l e  t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e  a p e a c h  as  a d e f i c i e n t  a p p le s  

i n  f a c t ,  i t ' s  t h e  o n l y  c o n c l u s i o n  you  can come t o  i f  you j u d g e  

t h e  p ea ch  by t h e  a p p l e ' s  s t a n d a r d s . "

So s t a t e s  r e c o g n i z e d  l i n g u i s t i c  a u t h o r i t y  J - L -  D i l l a r d  i n  

h i s  book BX&ck Enqli_sh„»_ H i s  d e f e n s e  o f  t h e  d i a l e c t  c o n t i n u e s  

t o  e x p l a i n  t h a t  t h e r e  may be  many r e a s o n s ,  most o f  them  

c u l t u r a l ,  why a c h i l d  may a p p e a r  " n o n - v e r b a l "  i n  c e r t a i n  

c o n t e x t s -

A c h i l d ' s  s p e ech  co m m uni ty  p r e s c r i b e s  f o r  h im n o t  o n l y  t h e  

g r a m m a t i c a l  f o r m s  o f  h i s  l a n g u a g e  b u t  a l s o  t h e  t i m e s  

a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  t h e  use  o f  t h a t  l a n g u a g e -  Even i f  tw o  c h i l d r e n  

f r o m  tw o  s u b c u l t u r e s  a r e  b o t h  t e r r i f i e d  by s t r a n g e r s ,  one may 

be c u l t u r a l l y  c o n d i t i o n e d  t o  r e a c t  w i t h  a l o t  o f  t a l k  and t h e  

o t h e r  t o  t a k e  r e f u g e  i n  c o m p l e t e  s i l e n c e  ( D i l l a r d ,  I 9 7 3 s 3 3 ) -

I n  h e r  s t u d y  o f  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s '  work  i n  math and s c i e n c e ,

O r r  became c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  u n d e r l y i n g  t h e i r  d i f f i c u l t i e s  was t h e  

l a n g u a g e  t h e  s t u d e n t s  s p o k e .  T h e r e  was e x p l i c i t  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  

t h e s e  s t u d e n t s  w e re  u s i n g  one k i n d  o f  math f u n c t i o n  w o r d ,  

p r e p o s i t i o n s ,  i n  a manner d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  o t h e r  s t u d e n t s ;  and  

t h e i r  m is u s e s  w e re  d i f f e r e n t  even  f r o m  t h e  m is u s e s  w i t h  w h ic h



sh e  was f  ami 1 i  a r  »

I t  i s  commonly b e l i e v e d  t h a t  t h e  g h e t t o  c h i l d  w a t c h e s  

t e l e v i s i o n  c o n s t a n t l y  and t h e r e f o r e  s h o u l d  be  e s p e c i a l l y  

p r o f i c i e n t  i n  t h e  N e tw o r k  S t a n d a r d  d i a l e c t , .  B u t  one  c a n n o t  

i n t e r a c t  e f f e c t i v e l y  w i t h  a t e l e v i s i o n  s e t ,  and t h e  g h e t t o  

c h i l d ,  l i k e  a l l  o t h e r  c h i l d r e n ,  l e a r n s  more l a n g u a g e  f r o m  h i s  

p e e r s  t h a n  he do e s  f r o m  any  o t h e r  s o u r c e  ( D i l l a r d ,  1975s 174 )

The p r i m a r y  i n t e r f e r e n c e  w i t h  t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  S t a n d a r d  

E n g l i s h  seems t o  s tem  f r o m  a c o n f l i c t  o f  v a l u e  s y s te m s -  

A c t u a l l y ,  l a n g u a g e  may be l o o k e d  upon as  a s y s te m  f o r  

i n t e g r a t i n g  v a l u e s -  X d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  c l a s s  o f  p e o p l e

t h a t  i n c l u d e s  o n e ' s  f r i e n d s  and f a m i l y  i s  a p o w e r f u l  f a c t o r  i n  

e x p l a i n i n g  l i n g u i s t i c  b e h a v i o r -

T h e r e  a r e  a l s o  n e g a t i v e  f a c t o r s  i n  t h e  c o n f l i c t  o f  v a l u e  

s y s te m s -  The a d o l e s c e n t  p e e r  g ro u p  e x e r t s  s t r o n g  p r e s s u r e  

a g a i n s t  any  d e v i a t i o n  i n  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  m i d d l e  c l a s s  

s t a n d a r d s -  W i l l i a m  R a sp jb er ry  o f  t h e  W a s h in g t o n  P o s t  W r i t e r s  

Group s p e a k s  o f  c h i l d r e n  f r o m  t h e  b l a c k  s lu m s  who r e s i s t  w hat  

he c a l l s  t h e  “e n w h i t e n m e n t " o f  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h ,  f e a r i n g  t o  c u t  

t h e m s e l v e s  o f f  f r o m  t h e i r  r o o t s -  A b l a c k  y o u n g s t e r  who s p e a k s  

" p r o p e r "  E n g l i s h  may f i n d  h i m s e l f  i n  e n d l e s s  p l a y g r o u n d  

s q u a b b l e s ,  r i d i c u l e d  and even  p h y s i c a l l y  a s s s a u l t e d ,  f o r  a c t i n g  

"whi t e - "

A s t u d e n t  may r i g h t f u l l y  f e e l  t h a t  t h e  t e a c h e r  t h r e a t e n s  h im  

as  a member o f  h i s  own g ro u p  by t r y i n g  t o  a b o l i s h  c o m p l e t e l y  

t h e  s p e ech  p a t t e r n  t h a t  i d e n t i f i e s  h im  as  a member o f  t h a t  

group:: t h i s  i s  t h e  g ro u p  t h a t  he r e s p e c t s ,  t h a t  a w a rd s  him



p r e s t i g e ,  t h a t  e s t a b l i s h e s  h i s  m a s c u l i n i t y  ( L a b o v ,  i n  S h u y ,  

SgciaJL D i . a l . e c t s  and L a n g u a g e  L e a r  n i  1964s 95-"6> -

I n  w r i t i n g  a b o u t  t h e  d i le m m a  o f  b l a c k  d i a l e c t  i n  b l a c k  

a d v a n c e m e n t ,  W i l l i a m  L a b o v ,  a l i n g u i s t  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  

P e n n e y 1v a n i a , h as  n o te d s  "Many e d u c a t i o n a l  p r o g r a m s  h a v e  t h e  

e f f e c t  o f  c h a n g i n g  c h i l d r e n ' s  s o c i a l  b e h a v i o r  so t h a t  t h e y  can  

no l o n g e r  keep  t h e  f r i e n d s  t h e y  used t o  h a v e .  T h i s  o f t e n  

ha p p e n s  when c h i l d r e n  c h a n g e  t h e i r  p r o n u n c i a t i o n  and t h e i r  

v o c a b u l a r y  and become s o c i a l l y  m arked  as  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h e  

r e s t -  . . . i t  s h o u ld  be  p o s s i b l e  t o  b r i n g  c h i l d r e n  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  

s y s te m s  used  by o t h e r  d i a l e c t s  w i t h o u t  c h a n g i n g  t h e i r  

p e r s o n a l i t i e s  and t h e i r  f r i e n d s h i p  p a t t e r n s "  ( Q u i n n ,

" L i n g u i s t i c  S e g r e g a t i o n " ,  i n  The N a t i o n * .  1 9 8 5 s 4 7 9 - 4 8 2 ) -  
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As b l a c k s  move i n t o  t h e  m i d d l e  c l a s s  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  cod e  

s w i t c h  a f f o r d s  them  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  move f r o m  S t a n d a r d  

E n g l i s h  t o  b l a c k  d i a l e c t  as  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  w a r r a n t s -  F o r  m o s t ,  

S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  a l l  b u t  r e p l a c e s  t h e  d i a l e c t  even  i n  a r e a s  o f  

f a m i l y  and r e c r e a t i o n  so t h a t  c h i l d r e n  o f  m i d d l e  c l a s s  f a m i l i e s  

h a v e  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  as  t h e i r  f i r s t  l a n g u a g e .

But  t h e  p u l l  o f  t h e  b l a c k  d i a l e c t  i s  s t r o n g  among t h e  y o u n g - 

W i l l i a m  R a s p b e r r y  s p e a k s  o f  knowing) b o y s ,  f r o m  homes where? 

S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  i s  r o u t i n e l y  s p o k e n ,  who w ork  a t  l e a r n i n g  what  

he t e r m s  " G h e t t o e s e "  t o  w in  acceptance? by t h e i r  b l a c k  p e e r s -  

And s i n c e  t h i s  l a n g u a g e  i s  t h e  f i r s t  one l e a r n e d  i n  t h e  l o w e r  

c l a s s  a r e a s  o f  t h e  c o m m u n i ty ,  i t s  c o n t i n u e d  s u r v i v a l  c l e a r l y  

r e s t s  on t h i s  s o c io e c o n o m i c  i n f l u e n c e -
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N e g a t i v e  a t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d  t h e  l a n g u a g e  h e l d  i n  g e n e r a l  by  

t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  s y s te m  can  a c t u a l l y  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  l o w e r  

c l a s s  e co n o m ic  s i t u a t i o n  o f  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  s p e a k i n g  y o u t h .

L i n g u i s t i c  r e s e a r c h e r  W i l l i a m  A- S t e w a r t  s p e a k s  t o  t h e

p ro b lem s  " a . > A m a j o r  p r o b l e m  a r e a  i n  t h e  a c a d e m ic  p e r f o r m a n c e

o f  l o w e r - c l a s s  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s  h as  t o  do  
*

w i t h  l a n g u a g e s  t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  s c h o o l - l a n g u a g e  s k i l l s ,  and  

p e r f o r m a n c e  on l a n g u a g e - b a s e d  a c a d e m ic  a c h i e v e m e n t  t a s k s .  

D i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  t h e  k i n d  o f  E n g l i s h  used  i n  s c h o o l  and t h e  

k i n d  o f  E n g l i s h  t h e s e  s t u d e n t s  o f t e n  s p e ak  o u t s i d e  o f  s c h o o l  

seem somehow t o  c o n s t i t u t e  a m a j o r  s o u r c e  o f  t h i s  p r o b l e m -  

b „ )  A l i n g u i s t i c  e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  v e r n a c u l a r  s p e ech  o f  

l o w e r - c l a s s  b l a c k s  r e v e a l s  a r u l e - g o v e r n e d  d i a l e c t  ( o f  

r e m a r k a b l e  c o n s i s t e n c y  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s )  w h ic h  does  

e x h i b i t  s t r u c t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  f r o m  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h .  T h e se  

d i f f e r e n c e s  a r e  l i m i t e d  i n  n u m b e r ,  h o w e v e r ,  and a p p e a r  f o r  t h e  

most p a r t  t o  be  f u n c t i o n a l l y  t r i v i a l . "

S t e w a r t  f u r t h e r  s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e  o n l y  s e r i o u s  a t t e m p t  t o  

r e s o l v e  t h i s  c o n f l i c t  h a s  been  t o  a t t r i b u t e  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  

p r o b l e m s  d e s c r i b e d  i n  ( a )  t o  p u r e l y  a t t i t u d i n a l  f a c t o r s  such as  

h o s t i l i t y  t o  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  u s a g e  on t h e  p a r t  o f  t e a c h e r s ,  and  

t h e  r e j e c t i o n  o f  s t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  by b l a c k  s t u d e n t s . ,  T h i s ,  he  

a s s e r t s ,  can  a c t u a l l y  c r e a t e  1 a n g u a g e - u s a g e  p r o b l e m s  even  when 

t h e  a c t u a l  l i n g u i s t i c  d i f f e r e n c e s  a r e  t r i v i a l  ( S t e w a r t ,  i n  

G a r c i  a , Of e 1i a , & E i  c a r d o  O t h e g u y , 1989s274—5 ) .

Most  b l a c k  A m e r ic a n s  s p e ak  i n  a way t h a t  i s  d i s t i n c t i v e ,  

r e c o g n i z a b l e ,  and r e m a r k a b l y  a l i k e  i n  v a r i o u s  r e g i o n s  o f  t h e
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c o u n t r y . ,  I t  i s  w o r t h  n o t i n g . ,  h o w e v e r , t h a t  many b l a c k  s c h o l a r s  

and p o l i t i c i a n s  h a v e  sp o ken  o u t  a g a i n s t  l e g i t i m i z i n g  t h e  

d i a l e c t  o r  e v e n  a c k n o w l e d g i n g  i t s  e x i s t e n c e , .  As e a r l y  as  1 9 7 1 ,  

B a y a r d  R u s t i n  condemned t h e  " c u l t "  o f  B l a c k  E n g l i s h ,  a r g u i n g  

t h a t  " r e i n f o r c i n g  t h i s  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  p o v e r t y  w i l l  o n l y  

p e r p e t u a t e  p o v e r t y  s i n c e  i t  w i l l  p r e v e n t  b l a c k  c h i l d r e n  f r o m  

m a s t e r i n g  t h e  means o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  i n  an a d v a n c e d  

t e c h n o l o g i c a l  s o c i e t y  w i t h  a h i g h l y  e d u c a t e d  p o p u l a t i o n "  

( D a n i e l s ,  :i.9S3s 151 )  -

One o f  t h e  g r e a t e s t  p r o b l e m s  w i t h  t h e  a t t a c k s  on B l a c k  

E n g l i s h  h as  been  t h e  c r i t i c s '  i n s i s t e n c e  on d r a w i n g  t h e i r  

" e x a m p le s "  o f  t h e  d i a l e c t  f r o m  t h e  s p e ech  o f  a l i e n a t e d  

a d o l e s c e n t s  i n  i n n e r - c i t y  g h e t t o s  -  f r o m  s t r e e t  t a l k -  To s ay  

t h a t  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  a b l a c k  s i x t e e n - y e a r - o l d  gang member f r o m  

t h e  s o u t h  s i d e  o f  C h i c a g o  t y p i f i e s  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  makes as  much 

s e n s e  as  s a y i n g  t h a t  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  a w h i t e  s i x t e e n —y e a r —o l d  

gang member f r o m  t h e  s o u t h w e s t  s i d e  o f  C h ic a g o  t y p i f i e s  

S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h .

To be s u r e ,  s t r e e t  t a l k  does  e x i s t , .  I t  i s  t h e  t a l k  o f  young  

p e o p l e  who w is h  t o  s e p a r a t e  t h e m s e l v e s  f r o m  t h e  a d u l t  w o r l d ,  t o  

m a n i f e s t  t h e i r  d e f i a n c e  o f  a u t h o r i t y  and t o  d i s g u i s e  t h e i r  

c o n v e r s a t i  on f r o m  unw elcom e 1 i  s t e n e r s »

I f  t h e  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  b l a c k  has  a h i s t o r i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  

v a r i e t y  o f  E n g l i s h  f r o m  t h a t  o f  t h e  m a i n s t r e a m —c u l t u r e  w h i t e ,  

t h e  q u e s t i o n  r e m a i n s  open as  t o  w h e t h e r  l a c k  o f  c o m m u n ic a t io n  

i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  r a c i a l  t r o u b l e  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  ( D i l l a r d ,

1 9 7 2 s 2 5 ) .
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BLACK ENGLISH AMONG ADOLESCENTS IS  CONSCIOUSLY MAINTAINED  

L a n g u a g e  as  a p o s s e s s i o n ?  L a n g u a g e  as  a bad g e?  I t  

m a n i f e s t s  i n  y o u t h  e s p e c i a l l y  who g r a b  a t  p h r a s e s  t o  j u s t i f y  

e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m  e x c l u s i v i t y  t o  m u r d e r -

" I t ' s  a b l a c k  t h a n g ,  you  w o u l d n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d . "

" F o l k s  up i  F o l k s  do w n !"

Words g i v e n  t h e  s p e c i a l  b l a c k  s e m a n t i c  s l a n t  t e n d  t o  l o s e  

t h e i r  l i n g u i s t i c  c u r r e n c y  i n  t h e  b l a c k  c o m m u n i ty  i f  o r  when 

t h e y  move i n t o  t h e  w h i t e  m a i n s t r e a m -  Thus  new w ords  must  be  

c o i n e d  c o n t i n u o u s l y .

T h i s  dynamism i s  d u e ,  i n  p a r t ,  t o  t o d a y ' s  r a t h e r  e x t r e m e  

c h a u v i n i s m  among b l a c k s ,  w h ic h  s a y s  a l l  w h i t e s  a r e  l a m e s  and  

t h e i r  u s e  makes i t  s t a l e  OR p o s s i b l y  due t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  

i n i m i c a l  r e l a t i o n s  o f  b l a c k s  and w h i t e s  w h ic h  d i c t a t e d  t h e  

n e c e s s i t y  f o r  a b l a c k  l i n g u i s t i c  co d e  ( S m i t h e r m a n ,  1 9 7 7 b7 0 ) .

The c o n d i t i o n  o f  s e r v i t u d e  and o p p r e s s i o n  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  

n e c e s s i t y  f o r  c o d i n g  o r  d i s g u i s i n g  E n g l i s h  f r o m  t h e  w h i t e  man- 

S i n c e  s l a v e s  w e re  f o r c e d  t o  c o m m u n ic a te  i n  t h e  w h i t e  m a n 's  

t o n g u e ,  t h e y  had t o  d e v i s e  ways o f  s p e a k i n g  t h a t  w o u ld  be  

p o w e r f u l  and m e a n i n g f u l  t o  t h e  b l a c k  l i s t e n e r ,  b u t  h a r m l e s s  and  

m e a n i n g l e s s  t o  any  w h i t e s  who m ig h t  o v e r h e a r  t h e i r  

c o n v e r s a t i o n -  ( M i s s  Ann ~ d e r i s i v e  w h i t e  woman & o f a y  f o e )  

T h i s  t r a d i t i o n  o f  a coded d i a l e c t  o f  E n g l i s h  whose m ean ing  

i s  v e i l e d  f r o m  w h i te 's  p e r s i s t e d  even  a f t e r  s l a v e r y  and can be  

seen  a s  t h e  u n d e r p i n n i n g  o f  u r b a n  b l a c k  " c o o l "  t a l k ,  w h ic h  

o f t e n  f u n c t i o n s  as  a r e g i s t e r  o f  e x c l u s i o n  a r o u n d  w h i t e s  

<Smi t h e r m a n , 1 9 7 7 s 4 7 ) -



The  v o c a b u l a r y  o f  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  s p e a k e r s  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  t h e  

same one e m p lo yed  by s p e a k e r s  o f  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h .  A 

r e l a t i v e l y  f e w  w o rd s  a r e  used  e x c l u s i v e l y  i n  t h e  b l a c k  d i a l e c t .  

Many o f  t h e  u n i q u e  word i t e m s  o f  B l a c k  E n g l i s h  t e n d  t o  be  

a p p r o p r i a t e d  f o r  u s e  by  y o u n g e r  w h i t e  s p e a k e r s ,  and some? 

e v e n t u a l l y  p a s s  i n t o  s t a n d a r d  o r  n e a r - s t a n d a r d  u s a g e .

e x ,  h i p ,  r i g h t  o n , r a p „

O t h e r  t e r m s  do r e m a i n  w i t h i n  t h e  b l a c k  d i a l e c t  w i t h o u t

a p p r e c i a b l e  s e e p a g e  i n t o  l o c a l  w h i t e  s p e e c h ,  

e x .  r i d e  c a r  /  c r i b  ™ o n e ' s  home

The f a c t  r e m a i n s  t h a t  b e c a u s e  a g i v e n  s p e a k e r  may n o t  h a v e

l e a r n e d ,  o r  d o e s  n o t  t y p i c a l l y  u s e ,  c e r t a i n  E n g l i s h  w o r d s ,  

t h e s e  w ords  a r e  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  p l a c e d  o u t s i d e  o f  h i s  m o th e r  

t o n g u e .  A l l  p e o p l e  who s p e ak  a d i a l e c t  o f  E n g l i s h  a r e  c a p a b l e  

o f  a d d in g  t o  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  word s t o c k  w h a t e v e r  i t e m s  become  

n e c e s s a r y  ( D a n i e l s ,  1 9 8 3 : 1 5 8 ) .

Young p e o p l e  a r e  t h e  k e e p e r s  o f  t h e  t o n g u e .  They b r i n g  i t  

t o  s c h o o l  and h o l d  on t o  i t  eve n  when i t  i s n ' t  i n  t h e i r  b e s t  

a c a d e m ic  i n t e r e s t .  By a d o l e s c e n c e ,  i t  i s  a p e r s o n a l  p o s s e s s i o n  

-  i t  b i n d s  and p r o t e c t s ,  t e s t s  and becomes a v e h i c l e  f o r  

p r e s t i g e  and s t a t u s .  And a l w a y s  i t  l u r k s  t h e r e  j u s t  u n d e r  t h e  

m o n o s y l l a b i c  f r o n t  o f  many, and b u r s t s  f o r t h  i n  a l l  i t s  w e a l t h  

o f  v o c a h u  1 a r y , p i  t c h  , t o n e , i  n t e n s i  t y , and co 1 or- i  n some„

T h i s  v e r b a l  a b i l i t y  i s  a b a s i c  s u r v i v a l  t o o l  f o r  most  b l a c k  

y o u t h .  And w h i l e  t h e y  may n o t  a l w a y s  be w i l l i n g  t o  w r i t e  i t ,  

t h e y  a l l  can  spe ak  v o lu m e s  and u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  " t a l k 11 w i t h  more  

t h a n  e a r s  -  w i t h  h e a r t  and s o u l  as  w e l l .
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CHAPTER THREE

BLACK ADOLESCENT COMMUNICATION AS EXPRESSED THROUGH "RAP"

Un i  n t  e 1 1 i  gen t  ? Uned lac a t  e d ? Un f  e e I  i  ng ? An i n n e r - c  i t y  

s t u d e n t  l e a v e s  b e h i n d  an u n b id d e n  s c r a w l  on a d i s c a r d e d  s h e e t  

o f  p a p e r  i n  t h e  c l a s s r o o m  one Monday m o r n i n g ,  A c l a s s m a t e  had  

been s h o t  and k i l l e d  i n  a s e n s e l e s s  a r g u m e n t  t h a t  weekends

I t  D o n ' t  Make You

F r  o n t  i  ng y o u r  l i f e  
S t a n g i n g  i n  a gang-  

Your  h o m ie s  a r e  w i t h  i t  
So you h an g .

L i t e  becomes t u n
When y o u ' r e  h o l d i n g  a gun.  

S l a y i n g  b r o t h e r s  and s i s t e r s

Rap i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  p o e t r y .  I t  p e r v a d e s  t h e  a d o l e s c e n t  

c o m m uni ty  t o d a y ,  and an a m a z in g  number o t  y o u n g s t e r s  t r o m  t h e  

i n n e r - c i t y  a r e  d i s p l a y i n g  a w i z a r d r y  w i t h  w ords  t h a t  w ou ld  

l e a v e  t h e i r  E n g l i s h  t e a c h e r s  s c r a t c h i n g  t h e i r  h ea d s  i n  wonder  

i t  t h e y  knew „

Q u i c k e r  t h a n  K r y p t o n i t e  
Bad as  a s a t e l l i t e  
D oper  t h a n  c r a c k  i t s e l f  

I  s o a r  l i k e  t h e  second  f l i g h t
5 0  s w i f t  I  s h o u ld  s a y  t h e  l e a s t  

W ho's  s o o t h i n g  the? s a v a g e  b e a s t ?  
The g i v i n g  o f  1 i  v i  n g ,

The o n l y  p r o m i s e  i s  t o  decease . .  
You d i e  o f  a second  w ind

And n e v e r  t o  b r e a t h e  a g a i n
51 nee  F I i n t ' s t h e  f  a c i 1 i  t y  

N o r t h  s i d e  I  am 1 i v i n g  i n ,
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I  h i t  l i k e  a k i l l e r ,
C r a s h  I My p o s s e  i s  k i c k i n '  ass..

We p r e y  on t h e  o t h e r s ,
Y e t  t h e  b r o t h e r s  keep  d y i n g  - f a s t .
You sh oo t  w i t  h o u t  t  h i  n k i  n g - f i r  s t , 

C r e a t i n g  a c o l o r e d  b u r s t „
A N e g r o ' s  i n  j a i l ,

What t h e  h e l 1
L e t  h im  p a y  t h e  p u r s e ■

Y o u ' r e  down t o r  a h o m i c i d e
From y o u r  gun a b r o t h e r  d ied . .

Bay , " Ni g g e r  s i  s n i  g g e r  s , 11 
T h a t ' s  t h e  t r u t h ,

You a i  n ' t  n e v e r  1 i  ed „
A k i 1 1 e r  c r  e a t  ed h a t e ,

D e g r e e  o f  t h e  second  r a t e .
H e ' s  c o m in g ,  y o u ' r e  r u n n i n g ,

You h e a r  "Boom!"  t h e r e  a sec ond  l a t e  
A b u l l  on t h e  ram p ag e  

W it h  h o r n s  and a t w e l v e  g u a g e .
■■“‘Ac e A « K «A ■ A » B .

F l i n t ,  H I  199 0

Rap em erged when d i s c  j o c k e y s  a t  c l u b s  and p a r t i e s  i n  t h e  

S o u th  Bronx began i m p r o v i s i n g  rhym es  o v e r  t h e  i n s t r u m e n t a l s  o-f 

d a n c e  r e c o r d s .

E a r l y  r a p  m ix ed  p a r t y  c h a n t s  w i t h  t h e  b r a g g a d o c i o  o f  b l a c k  

o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  l i k e  t h e  b l u e s ,  j a i l h o u s e  c h a n t s  and t h e  

d o z e n s ,  a p r i m a r i l y  m a le  game o f  e s c a l a t i n g  i n s u l t s .

I n  i t s  c o n s t a n t l y  c h a n g i n g  s l a n g  and s h i f t i n g  c o n c e r n s  •- no 

o t h e r  pop has  so many a n t i - d r u g  son gs  — r a p ' s  f l o o d  o f  w ords  

p r e s e n t s  a f i c t i o n a l i z e d  o r a l  h i s t o r y  o f  a b r u t a l i z e d  

g e n e r a t i o n .  C u r r e n t  r a p  em b ra c e s  j o k e r s ,  n i c e  g u y s ,  bawdy  

f a n t a s i e s ,  s t o r y  t e l l e r s ,  r o m a n t i c s  and p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i s t s  

( P a r e l e s ,  I 9 9 0 : D 2 ) »

BLACK ADOLESCENT RAPs STRUCTURAL ISSUES

B o th  i n  s l a v e r y  t i m e s  and now, t h e  b l a c k  com m uni ty  p l a c e s  

h i g h  v a l u e  on t h e  spoken  w ord .  The p e r s i s t e n c e  o f  t h e



A f r i c a n - b a s e d  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  i s  such  t h a t  b l a c k s  t e n d  t o  p l a c e  

o n l y  l i m i t e d  v a l u e  on t h e  w r i t t e n  w o r d ,  w h e r e a s  v e r b a l  s k i l l s  

e x p r e s s e d  o r a l l y  r a n k  i n  h i g h  e s t e e m .

From a b l a c k  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  w r i t t e n  d o c u m e n ts  a r e  l i m i t e d  i n  

w hat  t h e y  can t e a c h  a b o u t  l i f e  and s u r v i v a l  i n  t h e  w or ld , .  Many 

b l a c k s  a r e  q u i c k  t o  r i d i c u l e  " e d u c a t e d  f o o l s , "  p e o p l e  who "done  

gone t o  s c h o o l  and r e a d  a l l  dent boo ks  and s t i l l  d o n ' t  know 

n o t h i n '  !"  C Smi t h e r m a n , 197 7  s 76  >.

I t  t h e r e f o r e  s t a n d s  t o  r e a s o n  t h a t  any  new medium o f  

c o m m u n i c a t i o n  t h a t  w o u ld  grow o u t  o f  t h e  b l a c k  e x p e r i e n c e  w o u ld  

r e l y  on t h e  spo ken  w o rd ,

Chuck D o f  t h e  p o p u l a r  b l a c k  r a p  g r o u p ,  P u b l i c  Enemy,  s a y s  

r a p  o r  " h i p  hop" r e c o r d s  h a v e  become b l a c k  A m e r i c a ’ s TV 

s t a t i o n ,  t h e  o n l y  medium t h a t  r e f l e c t s  t h e  f u l l  s p e c t r u m  o f  

b l a c k  e x p e r i e n c e .  I n  t h e  l a s t  few  y e a r s  a t  l e a s t ,  t h e y  h av e  

become so much mores an e x p l o s i o n  o f  m u s i c a l  and v e r b a l  

l a n g u a g e  more v o l a t i l e  and i m m e d i a t e  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  t e l e v i s i o n  

c o u l d  h a n d l e .  I f  t h e r e  i s  a d e v a s t a t i n g  l i t e r a t u r e  b e i n g  

c r e a t e d  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  r i g h t  now, i t  i s  p r o b a b l y  on r a p  

r e c o r d s ,  w h e r e  i n g e n u i t y ,  o b s e s s i o n  and d a r i n g  c l a s h  head o n ,  

s p e w in g  w o rd s  and grammar i n  e v e r y  d i r e c t i o n  and spawned by t h e  

h i s t o r i c a l  t r e a t m e n t  o f  b l a c k s  l e v i e d  by A m e r ic a n  s o c i e t y  

( M a l o n e , 1 9 8 8 s 5 8 ) .

R a p ' s  r o o t s  a r e  s o l i d l y  p l a n t e d  i n  p o l i t i c a l  f a r e .  The  

e a r l i e s t  r a p p e r s  such a s  t h e  L a s t  P o e t s  and G i l  Sc o t t - - H e r  on , 

c h r o n i c l e d  g h e t t o  l i f e  w i t h  p o i n t e d  l y r i c s  and p o i g n a n t  

o b s e r v a t i o n s .

“ * r  j



T h e r e ' s  p o l i t i c a l  r a p  and p a r t y  r a p ,  d r u g  r a p  and gang r a p ,  

s t r e e t  r a p  and r o c k  r a p .  C r i t i c a l l y  a c c l a i m e d  r a p p e r s  l i k e  

P u b l i c  Enemy and I c e  T .  d e a l  w i t h  d r u g s ,  gang w a r f a r e  and i n n e r  

c i t y  b l u e s .

11 I t ' s  L i k e  T h a t "  hammered i n  r a p ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  s t r i p  down 

u r b a n  l i f e  and r e p a i n t  i t  i n  t h e  most  u n r o m a n t i c  s h a d e s .  I n  

f a c t ,  many i n  t h e  m u s ic  i n d u s t r y  a r e  c o n c e r n e d  t h a t  t h e  c u r r e n t  

e m p h a s is  on p a r t y  r a p  may t a k e  an e d g e  o f f  t h e  g e n r e  and t h e  

p o s i t i v e  m essages  many o f  i t s  a c t s  a r e  p r e s e n t i n g  ( G r a f f ,

1989;D1)„

The l a n g u a g e  o f  c r i m e  t h a t  r u n s  t h r o u g h  r a p  m usic  i s  n o t  

c r i m e  a s  t h e  r e s t  o f  A m e r i c a  u n d e r s t a n d s  i t .  R a t h e r  t h a n  

p o r t r a y i n g  c r i m e  as  a d a r k  s p a c e  o f  u n r e a s o n ,  b a r b a r i s m ,  and 

s a v a g e s  o u t s i d e  t h e  w e l l " !  i t  r e a l m  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  h i p  h o p ' s  

g a n g s t e r  b o o g i e  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no d i s t i n c t i o n  be tw e e n  

Us and Them, b e tw e e n  t h e  l a w - a b i d i n g  c i t i z e n  and t h e  

l a w - b r e a k e r .  As I c e  T .  s a y s ,  " A l l  b u s i n e s s  i s  a c r i m e ,  i t ' s  

j u s t  a m a t t e r  o f  w h a t ' s  l e g a l . 11

I n  t h e  message r a p s  o f  t h e  e a r l y  e i g h t i e s ,  c r i m e  was 

p o r t r a y e d  a s  a s o c i a l  e v i l .  They  haves been r e p l a c e d  t o d a y  by a 

l i t e r a t u r e  o f  c r i m e  as  a m e ta p h o r  f o r  t o t a l  p o s s i b i l i t y ;  c r i m e  

as  an im a g e  o f  a l i f e  w i t h o u t  l i m i t s ,  w h e re  p l e a s u r e  becomes  

more a c u t e  as  i t  becomes more c r i m i n a l .

What we f i n d  h e r e  i s  t h a t  c r i m i n a l  i m a g e r y  i n  r a p  does  n o t  

o pp ose  t h e  m a i n s t r e a m .  I n s t e a d  i t  c r e a t e s  a v i c i o u s ,  

s u p e r c  i  1 i  ous c a r  i  c a t u r e  o f  mai n s t re a rn  v a I  u e s , wi t  h a l l  t h e  

l i b e r a l  c a n t  a b o u t  h o n e s t y  and f a i r  p l a y ,  t r u t h  and j u s t i c e ,



b r u t a l l y  s h o r n  o f f .

The r a p p e r s '  {gang ste r  i m a g e r y  i s ,  i n  t h e  p h r a s e  c o i n e d  by  

F r e n c h  w r i t e r  Jean  B a u d r i l l a r d ,  " h y p e r c o n f o r m i  sms" t h e  

s i m u l a t i o n  o f  t h e  m echan ism s o f  t h e  v e r y  s y s te m  t h a t  e x c l u d e s  

them  ( O w e n s ," A s  A M e t a p h o r , "  1 9 8 8 : 5 2 ) .

BLACK ADOLESCENT RAP: CULTURAL ISSUES

I n  t h e  b l a c k  c u l t u r e  m a l e s  h a v e  h i s t o r i c a l l y  been  t h e  

c h a m p io n s  o f  s t o r y t e l l i n g .  Men w e r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  be s k i l l e d  

s p e a k e r s  as  w e l l  as  d a n c e r s  and s i n g e r s  i n  t h e  A f r i c a n  v i l l a g e s  

o f  t h e  I g b o ,  Y o ru b a  and I b e b i o .  Women s e ld o m  engaged  i n  any  

such a c t i v i t y  i n  t h e  company o f  men.

W i t h i n  t h e  Sea I s l a n d s  a s  w e l l  as  w i t h i n  c e r t a i n  A f r i c a n  

c o m m u n i t i e s ,  o n l y  women who a r e  e l d e r l y  o r  h e l d  i n  f a i r l y  h i g h  

s o c i a l  e s t e e m  can p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  such a c t i v i t i e s  w i t h o u t  f e a r  

o f  c e n s u r e  ( J o n e s ,  1 9 8 7 : 3 8 —3 9 ) .

A lm o s t  a s  i f  an u n w r i t t e n  la w  f o r b i d s  i t ,  g i r l s  t o d a y  r a r e l y  

p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  r e c i t i n g  o f  r a p s -  I t  i s  v e r i t a b l y  a 

m a l e - o n l y  a c t i v i t y .  Once i n  a w h i l e  a f e m a l e  w i l l  g i v e  i t  a 

t r y ,  b u t  i t  i s  r a r e  and c e r t a i n l y  u n e x p e c t e d .

The r h y t h m i c  s i g n i f y i n g  o f  t h e  g e n r e  can be t r a c e d  back  

h u n d r e d s ,  i f  n o t  t h o u s a n d s  o f  y e a r s ,  t o  t h e  v e r b a l  p a t t e r n s  o f  

West A f r i c a n  s t o r y t e l l e r s  known as  g r i o t s .  T h e se  

m u s i c i a n —e n t e r t a i n e r s  t r a v e l e d  among t h e  W o lo f  s o c i e t y  o f  what  

i s  now S e n e g a l  and The G am bia ,  e n t e r t a i n i n g  t h e i r  a u d i e n c e s  

w i t h  s t o r i e s  c h a n t e d  t o  t h e  a cc o m p an im en t  o f  a f i v e —s t r i n g e d  

i n s t r u m e n t  known as  t h e  h a la m .

The 196 0s  and ' 7 0 s  saw t h e  r a p  c a u l d r o n  s t a r t  t o  b o i l .
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James Brown and h i s  " e n d l e s s  g r o o v e "  s o u l  s t y l i n g s ,  c o m p l e t e  

w i t h  h i s  h i pper-~t.han~t .hou s p o ken  f u n k i n e s s . ,  w o u ld  i n f l u e n c e  r a p  

f o r  a l l  t im e . .  B l a c k  d i s c  j o c k e y s ,  i n f l u e n c e d  by g r i o t  s t y l e  

and t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  r h y t h m i c  f o r m  o f  i n s u l t  known as  " p l a y i n g  

t h e  d o z e n s , "  began t o  i m p r o v i s e  e x t e n d e d  m o n o lo g u e s  on t h e i r  

shows.

The L a s t  P o e t s  r e l e a s e d  t h e i r  f i r s t  a lb u m  i n  1 9 7 0 ,  and r a p  

was t r u l y  u n d e r  way.  The P o e t s  w e r e  f o u r  y o u t h f u l  New Y o r k e r s  

whose a n g r y ,  b l a c k  n a t i o n a l i s t  v e r s e s  made them  u n d e r g r o u n d  

s u c c e s s e s  i n  1970  and 1 9 7 1 .

N e x t ,  G i l  S c o t t - H e r o n ,  j a z z  m u s i c i a n  and s i n g e r ,  s e t  a L a s t  

P o e t s  poem t o  m usic  i n  1 9 7 5 .  "The  R e v o l u t i o n  M i l l  N o t  Be 

T e l e v i s e d "  b r o u g h t  t h e  r a p  g e n r e  up f r o m  t h e  u n d e r g r o u n d  and  

o n t o  A m e r i c a ' s  r a d i o  s t a t i o n s .

F i n a l l y ,  i n  1 9 8 2 ,  r a p  s p r a n g  i n t o  f u l l  b low n  m a t u r i t y  w i t h  

G r a n d m a s t e r  F l a s h ' s  "The  M e s s a g e , "  a p o w e r f u l  a n t i - c o c a i n e  

number t h a t  was v e r b a l ! ' /  and m u s i c a l l y  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  <B e a l e ,  

1 9 8 9 s B 3 > .

Rap r h y m e s .  Some o f  i t  i s  m e a n i n g f u l , some o f  i t  i s  

n o n s e n s e ,  b u t  i t  i s  a l w a y s  c o n s i d e r e d  b e t t e r  and i s  more  

a p p r e c i a t e d  i f  i t  rh y m e s .

A c c o r d i n g  t o  b l a c k  l i n g u i s t  Geneva S m i th e r m a n ,  b l a c k  r a p p e r s  

h a v e  an o v e r w h e l m in g  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  rh y m e s .  Some e x a m p le s  she  

c i t e s  i n c l u d e s  "See you l a t e r ,  a l l i g a t o r . . .  A f t e r  w h i l e ,  

c r o c o d i l e . . .  S p l i t  t h e  s c e n e ,  j e l l y b e a n . . .  You d e a d ,  s k i l l e t  

h e a d . . .  1 w o u ld  i f  I  c o u l d ,  b u t  I  a i n ' t  c a u s e  I  c a i n ' t . "

She adds t h a t  t h e  most e f f e c t i v e  s i g n i f y i n '  and c a p p i n '  * t o
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be c o v e r e d  i n  t h e  c h a p i te r  on r i t u a l  i n s u l t s )  h a v e  rhym e as  a 

p r  i  me i  n g r  ed i  e n t  < Smi t  h e r  man , 197 7  s 1 46 )  «

BLACK ADOLESCENT RAP I S  SOCIOECONOMICALLY INFLUENCED

To many l i s t e n e r s ,  r a p  i s  t h e  sound o f  a t h r e a t e n i n g  

u n d e r c l a s s „  And w e l l  i t  may b e .

A c c o r d i n g  t o  a F r a n k  Owen i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  l e g e n d a r y  drummer  

Max Roach i n  S p in  m a g a z i n e ,  "Rap came o u t  o f  t h e  p o o r e s t  a r e a s  

o f  t h e  c i t i e s | i  o u t  o f  m i s e r a b l e  e d u c a t i o n ,  o u t  o f  m i s e r a b l e  

p u b l i c  h o u s i n g « They  d i d n ' t  h a v e  t h e  i n s t r u m e n t s  t o  l e a r n  on 

and t a k e  home and p l a y ,  t h e y  d i d n ' t  h a v e  r h e t o r i c  c l a s s e s  t o  

l e a r n  how t o  d e a l  w i t h  t h e a t r e ,  t h e y  d i d n ' t  h a v e  v i s u a l  a r t s  

c l a s s e s .  And y e t  t h e s e  p e o p l e  came up) w i t h  a p r o d u c t  o f  t o t a l

t h e a t r e .  On t h e  v i s u a l  s i d e  t h e y  came up w i t h  s o m e t h in g

e r r o n e o u s l y  c a l l e d  g r a f f i t t i .  On t h e  d a n c e  s i d e  t h e y  came up 

w i t h  b r e a k  d a n c i n g .  And on t h e  m us ic  s i d e ,  b e c a u s e  t h e y  d i d n ' t  

h a v e  no rm a l  i n s t r u m e n t s ,  t h e y  i n v e n t e d  a way t o  c r e a t e  sounds  

w i t h  t u r n t a b l e s .  They  came up w i t h  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  a f f e c t e d  t h e  

w h o le  w o r l d  i n  t e r m s  o f  r h y t h m ,  m ovem ent,  t h e  spoken word and 

t h e  v i s u a l  a r t s "  (Owen,  " H ip  Hop B e B o p ."  1 9 8 8 s 6 0 ) .

I n  1 9 0 7 ,  P u b l i c  Enemy e x p l o d e d  on t h e  r a p  m usic  l a n d s c a p e  

w i t h  t h e i r  f i e r y  and p r o v o c a t i v e  d e b u t  a lb u m ,  "Yo! Bum Rush The

S h o w ."  I t  was a s e a r i n g  a t t a c k  on t h e  c o n s c i o u s  o f  i t s

l i s t e n e r s  w i t h  i t s  message o f  b l a c k  s e l f  d e t e r m i n a t i o n .  Eiongs 

w i t h  s t r o n g  c a l l s  f o r  b l a c k  n a t i o n a l i s m  h a v e  c au sed  some t o  

l a b e l  t h e  g r o u p  r a c i s t .  But  f o r  l e a d  r a p p e r ,  Chuck D . , t h e  

r a g e  i n  t h e i r  m usic  i s  a means o f  s u r v i v a l .  " W e ' r e  o u t  f o r  one  

t h i n g  o n l y ,  and t h a t ' s  t o  b r i n g  back  t h e  r e s u r g e n c e  o f  b l a c k
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p o w e r -  B u t  w e ' r e  n o t  r a c i s t s -  W e ' r e  n a t i o n a l i s t s ,  p e o p l e  who 

h a v e  p r i d e  and w an t  t o  b u i l d  a s e n s e  o f  u n i t y  amongst  o u r  

p e o p 1e " (C o o p e r , 1 9 8 9 sB) .

F e l i p e  B o u r g o i s ,  San F r a n c i s c o  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  p r o f e s s o r  o f  

a n t h r o p o l o g y  and a u t h o r  o f  S c ra m b l . ln g ^  a book a b o u t  s t r e e t  

c u l t u r e ,  s a y s ,  " I  s e e  r a p  as  r e f l e c t i v e -  What p e o p l e  s h o u ld  be  

s c a r e d  a b o u t  i s  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  w h ic h  t h e  songs  r e f l e c t  r e a l i t y .  

T h a t  t h e r e  i s  such u n b e l i e v a b l e  v i o l e n c e  i n  t h e s e  c o m m u n i t i e s  

i s  a  n a t i o n a l  t r a g e d y ,  w h i l e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  p e o p l e  e x p r e s s  

t h e m s e l v e s  i n  t e r m s  o f  v i o l e n c e  i s  p a r t  o f  A m e r ic a n  c u l t u r e ,  a 

way o f  t h i n k i n g  t h a t  g o e s  bac k  t o  t h e  W i l d  West"  ( P a r e l e s ,

1990s I D ) -

BLACK ADOLESCENT RAP I S  CONSCIOUSLY MAINTAINED

Rap h a s  as  much t o  do w i t h  a t t i t u d e  as  w i t h  c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  

d e f i n e d  m u s i c a l  s k i l l s -  R a p p e r s  l i v e  by t h e i r  w i t  t h e i r  

a b i l i t y  t o  r h y m e ,  t h e  speed o f  t h e i r  a r t i c u l a t i o n  and by t h e i r  

a b i l i t y  t o  c r e a t e  o u t s i 2 ed p e r s o n a s  t h r o u g h  w ords  a l o n e .

"The  s k i l l s  you need  t o  be a good r a p p e r  a r e  t h e  same s k i l l s  

you need  t o  g e t  ahead  i n  m a i n s t r e a m  s o c i e t y , "  s a y s  B o u r g o i s .

"You h a v e  t o  w r i t e  w e l l  and speak  w e l l  i n  a c r e a t i v e  m an n e r ,  

w h ic h  a r e  e x a c t l y  t h e  s k i l l s  you need i n  an

i n f o r m a t i o n - p r o c e s s i n g  c i t y  l i k e  New Y o r k -  And r a p  i s  a b o u t  

m ak ing  s o m e t h i n g  o f  y o u r s e l f  -  i t ' s  t h e  A m e r ic a n  d r e a m - "

P u t  s i m p l y ,  r a p  i s  an a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  s e l f .  I t  m ig h t  d e f i n e  

t h a t  s e l f  as  s u c c e s s f u l ,  w e l l  p a i d ,  f l a u n t i n g  s t a t u s  s ym b o ls  

l i k e  j e w e l r y  and c a r s -  And o f t e n ,  i t  d e f i n e s  t h a t  s e l f  as  a 

s e x u a l l y  i n s a t i a b l e  guy w i t h  a t o u c h  o f  t h e  o u t l a w  ~ an

43.



e x a g g e r a t e d  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  d e m e a n in g  s t e r e o t y p e s  young b l a c k  

men h a v e  grown up w i th . ,

"When y o u ' r e  f a c e d  w i t h  a s t e r e o t y p e ,  you can d is a v o w  i t  o r  

you can  e m b ra c e  i t  and e x a g g e r a t e  i t  t o  t h e  n t h  d e g r e e , "  s a i d  

H e n r y  L o u i s  B a s s e t t ,  p r o f e s s o r  o f  E n g l i s h  a t  Duke U n i v e r s i t y .  

"The  r a p p e r s  t a k e  t h e  w h i t e  W e s t e r n  c u l t u r e ' s  w o r s t  f e a r  o f  

b l a c k  men and make a game o u t  o f  i t "  ( P a r e l e s ,  1990s I D ) .

A c c o r d i n g  t o  W i l l  S m i t h ,  b e t t e r  known as  r a p p e r  F r e s h  P r i n c e  

whose n ic k n a m e  i s  a m o d i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  b e t t e r  known P r i n c e  

C h a r m i n g ,  r a p  i s  p a r t  and p a r c e l  o f  a d o l e s c e n c e  i n  u r b a n  

A m e r i c a  today , .  "Grow up i n  any u r b a n  a r e a ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a 

b l a c k  a r e a ,  and y o u ' r e  e xp o sed  t o  r a \ p , "  he s a y s .  "You c a n ' t  

e s c a p e  i t .  Rap i s  t h e  u r b a n  m u s ic .  E v e r y b o d y  on t h e  s t r e e t  i s  

a r a p p e r  o r  a d e e j a y  o r  a b e a t  box .  H ip  hop i s  a c u l t u r e .

I t ' s  n o t  j u s t  a m u s i c ,  i t ' s  a way o f  l i f e .  R a p p in g  was n a t u r a l  

f o r  me b e c a u s e  I ' v e  been  w r i t i n g  poems and s t o r i e s  s i n c e  I  was 

a k i d .  I  was good a t  i t ,  so I  k e p t  a t  i t . "

J a z z y  J e f f  and F r e s h  P r i n c e ' s  b i g  h i t  s i n g l e ,  " P a r e n t s  J u s t  

D o n ' t  U n d e r s t a n d , "  i s  a b o u t  an im p e tu o u s  y o u n g s t e r  whose  

t r a n s g r e s s i o n s  i n c l u d e  j o y  r i d i n g  i n  t h e  f a m i l y  P o r s c h e .

P r i n c e  e x p l a i n s  t h a t  t h e i r  r a p s  a r e  a b o u t  e v e r y d a y  e x p e r i e n c e s  

i n  t h e i r  l i v e s .  He s a y s  t h a t  e v e r y  r a p p e r  t a l k s  b a s i c a l l y  

a b o u t  w h a t  a r e ,  f o r  th e m ,  common o c c u r e n c e s ,  b u t  f o r  h im ,  t h e  

most  r e a l  g ro u p  i s  P u b l i c  Enemy. "They  say  e x a c t l y  what  t h e y  

f e e l ,  t h e y  speak  t h e i r  m inds one h u n d re d  p e r c e n t .  What goes  on 

i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  e v e r y d a y ,  what  t h e y  s e e ,  how t h e y  f e e l  ™ t h a t ' s  

j. t . Themsel  v e s . "



W h i l e  J e f f  d e s c r i b e s  t h e i r  s t y l e  as  " p o p ,  h u m o r o u s ,"  P r i n c e  

seems t o  d i s a g r e e  w i t h  t h a t  l a b e l  f r o m  a c u l t u r a l  i d e n t i t y  

s t a n d p o in t ™  " N o t  p o p , "  he says™ " D e f i n i t e l y  n o t  pop™ Wrong 

word™ » . O u r  m us ic  i s  d e f i n i t e l y  one h u n d r e d  p e r c e n t  g e a r e d  t o  a 

b l a c k  audience™ The  m us ic  t h a t  we make,  i t ' s  coming f ro m  our  

b ac kground . ,  I t ' s  r e a l ; i t ' s  us"  ( L e v y ,  1 9 8 8 s 45)™

CONCLUSION

Taken  l i t e r a l l y ,  t h e  b u l k  o f  r a p  songs  r e v e a l  a d o l e s c e n t  

a t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d  women, who a r e  o f t e n  p r e s e n t e d  as  e i t h e r  

m a t e r i a l i s t i c  and c o l d ,  o r  e a s y  s e x u a l  c o n q u e s t s .

L i k e  o t h e r  b l a c k  l i t e r a r y  and o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s ,  r a p  l y r i c s  

a l s o  i n v o l v e  d o u b l e - e n t e n d r e ,  a l l e g o r y  and parody™ Some r a p  

m achismo can be a m e ta p h o r  f o r  p r i d e  o r  p o l i t i c a l  empowerment § 

i t  can  a l s o  be  a s h a r e d  j o k e  ( P a r e l e s ,  1 9 9 0 : 2 D ) .

Rap i s  s t i l l  v e r y  much a b l a c k  medium, b u t  w h i t e  

m i d d l e —c l a s s  t e e n a g e r s  a r e  b e g i n n i n g  t o  s t a c k  P u b l i c  Enemy 

a lb u m s  r i g h t  n e x t  t o  Van H a le n  and Bon J o v i  records™ F o r  m o s t ,  

h o w e v e r ,  t h e  m essages  — o f t e n  l a c e d  w i t h  p r o - b l a c k ,  s e x u a l l y  

e x p l i c i t ,  s e x i s t ,  a n t i - e s t a b l i s h m e n t , p o l i t i c a l ,  and 

i n c r e a s i n g l y ,  hom ophobic  l y r i c s  -  a r e  i n s i g n i f i c a n t ™

When r a p  f i r s t  b u r s t  o n t o  t h e  a i r w a v e s ,  c r i t i c s  l a b e l e d  i t  

g h e t t o  m u s i c ,  m us ic  t h a t  o n l y  t h e  u r b a n  u n d e r c l a s s  c o u ld  r e l a t e  

t o  and enjoy™ Rap ,  t h e y  s a i d ,  was a fad™

N e a r l y  a d e c a d e  l a t e r ,  t h a t  " f a d "  i s  b i g g e r  t h a n  e v e r  

( C h r i s t i a n ,  1989s I B ) . B ig  money i s  b e i n g  p a i d  f o r  t o p  r a p  

acts™ MCA-Uni R e c o r d s  b o u g h t  t h e  c o n t r a c t  o f  E r i k  B. and Rakim  

f o r  $700 ,000™  And a f t e r  d r a g g i n g  t h e i r  h e e l s  i n  t h e  b e l i e f
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t h a t  r a p  was a f a d  t h a t  w o u ld  f a d e  q u i c k l y ,  t h e  m a j o r  l a b e l s  

a r e  now s i g n i n g  up r a p  g r o u p s  ( H o l d e n ,  1 9 8 8 s 2 3 B > -

E v e r y o n e  i s  g e t t i n g  i n t o  t h e  a c t -  From a l i t e r a r y  p o i n t  o f  

v i e w ,  i t  may a c t u a l l y  s e r v e  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  v o c a b u l a r y  o f  t h e  

g h e t t o  y o u t h s  who s e e k  more and more w ords  w i t h  w h ic h  t o  

e m b e l l i s h  t h e i r  raps . .  13ourgois  s p e a k s  o f  s e e i n g  p e o p l e ,  h i g h  

s c h o o l  d r o p o u t s ,  who c a r r y  a r o u n d  n o t e b o o k s  i n  t h e i r  back  

p o c k e t s  so t h e y  can c o m p a re  t h e i r  l a t e s t  r h y m e s »

In  an i n t e r e s t i n g  s i d e l i g h t  on c o n t e n t ,  t o o  fe w  r a p p e r s  seem 

t o  be a b l e  t o  r e s i s t  m ak ing  some s o r t  o f  s w ip e  a t  g a y s ,  o f t e n  

t a k i n g  a d e t o u r  i n  a song t o  do so and r a r e l y  s u g g e s t i n g  any  

d o u b l e  m e a n in g .  I t  seems an u n e xam in ed  p r e j u d i c e .

R a p ,  h o w e v e r ,  w i l l  no d o u b t  c o n t i n u e  t o  r e v e a l  t h e  t e n s i o n s  

o f  t h e  c o m m u n i t i e s  i t  s p e a k s  t o .  B u t  w i t h  i t s  humor ,  

i n t e l l i g e n c e  and f a s t - t a l k i n g  g r a c e ,  i t  may a l s o  r e p r e s e n t  a 

way t o  t r a n s c e n d  t h o s e  t e n s i o n s  ( P a r e l e s ,  1990s 2 D ) ,



CHAPTER FOUR

BLACK ADOLESCENT COMMUNICATION AS EXPRESSED NON—VERBALLY

I n  an a t t e m p t  t o  v i e w  b l a c k  k i n e s i c s  f r o m  t h e  f o u r  v a n t a g e  

p o i n t s  o f  s t r u c t u r e ,  c u l t u r e ,  s o c io e c o n o m i c  l e v e l  and as  a 

c o n s c i o u s l y  m a i n t a i n e d  b u f f e r  a g a i n s t  s o c i e t y ,  i t  becomes c l e a r  

t h a t  n o t  a l l  a p p l y  i n  an e q u a l  way-

i io s t  k i n e s i c s  a r e  t r a c e d  f a i r l y  e a s i l y  as  a c u l t u r a l l y  ba s ed  

f a c e t  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n -  T h e r e  i s  some e v i d e n c e  t h a t  

s o c i o e c o n o m i c  l e v e l  p l a y s  a p a r t  and t h a t  body l a n g u a g e  i s

c o n s c i o u s l y  m a i n t a i n e d  as  w e l l .  I t  i s  t h e  a s p e c t  o f  a

s t r u c t u r a l  b a s e  f o r  body l a n g u a g e  c o m m u n ic a t io n  t h a t  i s  more  

e l u s i  v e .

H o w e v e r ,  t h e  h y p o t h e s i s  t h a t  b l a c k  d i a l e c t  has  a d i f f e r e n t  

b a s e  o f  deve lo pm ent ,  f r o m  o t h e r  v a r i e t i e s  o f  A m e r ic a n  E n g l i s h  

( e v e n  th o u g h  i t  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  o t h e r  v a r i e t i e s  o f  A m e r ic a n  

E n g l i s h  and i t  s h a r e s  many common f e a t u r e s )  can be e x t e n d e d  t o  

n o n - v e r b a l  c o m m u n ic a t io n  p a t t e r n s .

S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  k i n e s i c s  r e f e r s  t o  how p e o p l e  send messages

w i t h  t h e i r  b o d i e s  t h r o u g h  movement,  e x p r e s s i o n s ,  g e s t u r e s ,  e t c »

I t  h a s  been  p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  t h e s e  n o n - v e r b a l  p a t t e r n s  a r e  a 

l e a r n e d  f o r m  o f  c o m m u n ic a t io n  w h ic h  a r e  p a t t e r n e d  w i t h i n  a 

c u l t u r e ,  and t h a t  t h e y  co n v e y  a p a r t i c u l a r  message (J o h n s o n ,  

1 975  s 2 9 8 ) .

The i s o l a t i o n  o f  t h e  b l a c k  p o p u l a t i o n  f r o m  o t h e r  A m e r ic a n s
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p r o d u c e d  some d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  n o n - v e r b a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  p a t t e r n s  

w i t h i n  t h e  b l a c k  c u l t u r e .  H i s t o r i c a l l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h i s  

s p e c i f i c a l l y  b l a c k  c u l t u r e  h a s  been  i g n o r e d  o r  mi s i n t e r p r e t e d .

The  c h i e f  r e a s o n  c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  a r e  i g n o r e d ,  a c c o r d i n g  

t o  Thomas Kochman, i s  t h a t  b l a c k s  and w h i t e s  assume t h e y  a r e  

o p e r a t i n g  a c c o r d i n g  t o  i d e n t i c a l  sp e e c h  and c u l t u r a l  

c o n v e n t i o n s  and t h a t  t h e s e  a r e  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n s  e s t a b l i s h e d  as  

s t a n d a r d  by t h e  s o c i a l l y  d o m in a n t  w h i t e  g r o u p .

T h i s  s i t u a t i o n  a l o n e  c o n t r i b u t e s  i n  an i n s i d i o u s  way t o  t h e  

d i v i s i o n  o f  t h e  r a c e s  i n  t h a t  n e i t h e r  r e a l l y  i s  c o n s c i o u s  o f  

t h e  p r o b l e m .  I t  s te m s  m a i n l y  f r o m  t h e  g e n e r a l  p u b l i c ' s  f a i l u r e  

t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  b l a c k  norms and c o n v e n t i o n s  a r e  v e r y  o f t e n  

b a s i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  w h i t e s .

A m a j o r  s h a r e  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e  s o c i e t a l  v i e w  t h a t  

b l a c k s  h a v e  no d i s t i n c t i v e  c u l t u r e  must  be c a r r i e d  by s o c i a l  

s c i e n t i s t s  who h a v e  g e n e r a l l y  p ro m o te d  t h e  v i e w  t h a t  A f r i c a n  

c u l t u r e  was a l l  b u t  d e s t r o y e d  by s l a v e r y .  I t  was N a th a n  B l a z e r  

and D a n i e l  P.  M o yn ih an  who i n  196.3 d e c l a r e d ,  "The N e g ro  i s  o n l y  

an A m e r ic a n  and n o t h i n g  e l s e .  He has  no v a l u e s  and c u l t u r e  t o  

g u a r d  and p r o t e c t " <Kochman, 1 9 8 1 s 8 >.

I t  i s  o f t e n  c h a r g e d  t h a t  o t h e r  n a t i o n a l i t i e s  h a v e ,  o v e r  a 

f e w  g e n e r a t i o n s  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y ,  managed t o  a s s i m i l a t e  

t h e m s e l v e s  s m o o t h l y  i n t o  t h e  d o m in a n t  s o c i e t y .  I t  i s  t h e n  

p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  t h e  b l a c k  A m e r i c a n ' s  f a i l u r e  t o  so a s s i m i l a t e  

i s  p r o o f  o f  t h a t  r a c e ' s  i n n a t e  i n f e r i o r i t y .  H o w e v e r ,  a more  

l o g i c a l  e x p l a n a t i o n ,  t  h a t  b 1 ac k s , even  a f  t e r  s e v e r  a 1 

g e n e r a t i  o n s , s h o u Id  r e t a i  n t h e i r  o r i  g i  n a 1 e t h n i  c p a 1 1 e r n s  and
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p e r  spec  t i  v e s  , s i m p l y  s p e a k s  t o  t h e  e x t e n t ,  t o  w h ic h  r a c i a l  

s e g r e g a t i o n  h a s  k e p t  t h e  b l a c k  r u r a l  and u r b a n  co m m u n i ty  

c u l t u r a l 1 y i  n s u 1 a r  ( Kochman, 1 9 8 1 : 1 4 ) .

As b l a c k s  t a k e  a d v a n t a g e  o f  g r e a t e r  o p p o r t u n i t y  t h e y  move 

f u r t h e r  away f r o m  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  r o o t s , ,  B u t  t h a t  i s  t r u e  f o r  

a l l  o f  us  no m a t t e r  w h ic h  b o a t  we came h e r e  on .  The o v e r a l l  

p o i n t  h e r e  i s  t h a t  i f  t h e s e  c u l t u r a l  s t y l e s  and m ethods  o f  

c o m m u n i c a t i o n  t h a t  a r e  s t i l l  v i a b l e  and d i s t i n c t i v e  i n  t o d a y ' s  

b l a c k  c o m m u n i ty  a r e  c u l t u r a l l y  b a s e d ,  t h e n  i t  f o l l o w s  t h a t  t h e y  

may w e l l  h a v e  been  p e r p e t u a t e d  s t r u c t u r a l 1 y „

When young b l a c k  men bop down t h e  s t r e e t ,  t h e i r  g a i t  

c o m m u n ic a t e s  a power i d e a  — an im age  d e s i g n e d  t o  g i v e  n o t i c e  o f  

o n e ' s  i n t e n t i o n s  t o  h a r m o n i z e  w h a t e v e r  i s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  o n e ' s  

s u r v i  v a l  <Kochman , 1981 s 131)  ..

Young b l a c k  m a le s  h a v e  t h e i r  own u n i q u e  way o f  w a l k i n g .  The  

w a lk  i s  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h e  b r i s k  s t r i d e  o f  young w h i t e  m a le s .  

W h i t e  m a le s  s w in g  b o t h  arms a s  t h e y  w a lk  c o m m u n ic a t in g  a 

n o n - v e r b a l  m essage o f  presumed m a s c u l i n e  a u t h o r i t y .

Young b l a c k  m a le s  w a lk  much s l o w e r  — more l i k e  s t r o l l i n g .

The head  i s  s o m e t im e s  e l e v a t e d  and c a s u a l l y  t i p p e d  t o  t h e  s i d e .
4

O n ly  one  arm s w in g s  a t  t h e  s i d e  w i t h  t h e  hand s l i g h t l y  c u p p e d .  

The o t h e r  arm h an gs  l i m p l y  t o  t h e  s i d e  o r  i t  i s  t u c k e d  i n  t h e  

p o c k e t .  The g a i t  i s  s l o w ,  c a s u a l  and r h y t h m ic , ,  I t  i s  a l m o s t  

l i k e  a w a l k i n g  d a n c e ,  w i t h  a l l  p a r t s  o f  t h e  body moving i n  

r h y t h m i c  ha rm ony .

W h i l e  t h e  b l a c k  w a lk  c o m m u n ic a te s  presumed m a s c u l i n e  

a u t h o r i t y ,  t o o ,  i t  a l s o  s a y s  t h e  young man i s  b e a u t i f u l  and
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i n v i t e s  f e m a l e  a t t e n t i o n .  F i n a l l y ,  i t  s a y s  t h a t  t h e  w a l k e r  i s  

" c o o l  5 " i n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  he  i s  n o t  u p s e t  o r  b o t h e r e d  by t h e  

c a r e s  o f  t h e  w o r l d  and i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  somewhat d i s d a i n f u l  and  

i n s o l e n t  t o w a r d s  t h e  w or ld , ,

W h i l e  t h i s  i s  a g e n e r a l  d i s c r i p t i o n  i n c l u d i n g  a l l  t h e  

co m p o n e n ts  t h a t  may be p r e s e n t  i n  t h e  w a l k ,  i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  

r e a l i z e  t h a t  ea c h  i n d i v i d u a l  im p o ses  a c e r t a i n  amount o f  

o r i g i n a l i t y  o n t o  t h e  g e n e r a l  p a t t e r n  (J o h n s o n ,  1 9 7 5 : 3 0 1 ) .

The " w a l k "  i s  used  f o r  m o b i l i t y  and t o  a r r i v e  a t  a 

d e s t i n a t i o n .  S o m e t im e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  one g e t s  t h e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  

WHERE t h e  young man i s  g o i n g  i s  n o t  a s  i m p o r t a n t  as  HOW he g e t s  

t h e r e .

A w a lk  i s  a l s o  used as a h o s t i l e  r e j e c t i o n  o f  a n o t h e r  p e r s o n  

i n  a c o n f l i c t  s i t u a t i o n . .  The way a young b l a c k  m a le  w a l k s  away  

f r o m  a r e p r i m a n d  g i v e n  toy an a u t h o r i t y  f i g u r e  c o m m u n ic a te s  

w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  t h e  s c o l d i n g  had a p o s i t i v e  e f f e c t  o r  a n e g a t i v e  

o n e .  I f  he  w a l k s  away i n  a " n a t u r a l " m a n n e r , t h e n  t h e  

r e p r i m a n d  was w e l l  r e c e i v e d ?  b u t  i f  he  w a lk s  away w i t h  a "pimp  

s t r u t "  i t  s i g n a l s  r e j e c t i o n  o f  t h e  c r i t i c i s m  and i s ,  i n  e f f e c t  

t e l l i n g  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  w h e re  t o  go!

Young b l a c k  f e m a l e s  a l s o  c o m m u n ic a te  a n e g a t i v e  n o n - v e r b a l  

m essage when w a l k i n g  away f ro m  a p e r s o n  i n  an a u t h o r i t y  r o l e  

a f t e r  a c o n f l i c t  s i t u a t i o n  by p i v o t i n g  q u i c k l y  on b o t h  f e e t  and 

t h e n  moving  tor i  s k 1y away < J o h n s o n , 1975s 3 0 0 ) „

The young b l a c k  woman may accompany t h i s  movement by a 

f a c i a l  movement known as  " r o l l i n g  t h e  e y e s . "  Th is  e x p r e s s i o n  

c o n v e y s  an i n s o l e n t ,  h o s t i l e  d i s a p p r o v a l  o f  t h e  p e r s o n  i n  t h e
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a u t h o r i t y  r o l e  and c o m m u n ic a t e s  e v e r y  n e g a t i v e  l a b e l  t h a t  can  

b e  a p p l i e d  t o  t h e  d o m i n a n t  p e r s o n .

The  movement i s  v e r y  q u i c k  and i s  o f t e n  u n n o t i c e d  by t h e  

o t h e r  p e r s o n .  S o m e t im e s  t h e  e y e  movement i s  a c c o m p a n ie d  by a 

s l i g h t  l i f t i n g  o f  t h e  h e a d ,  o r  a t w i t c h i n g  o f  t h e  n o s e ,  o r  

b o t h .  R o l l i n g  t h e  e y e s  i s  more common among b l a c k  f e m a l e s  t h a n  

i t  i s  among b l a c k  m a le s  (J o h n s o n ,  197 5 s 2 9 8 > „

A n o t h e r  e y e  b e h a v i o r  used by many b l a c k  A m e r ic a n s  i s  fo u n d  

i n  many West  A f r i c a n  c u l t u r e s .  T h i s  i s  t h e  " r e l u c t a n c e "  o f  

many b l a c k  A m e r i c a n s  t o  l o o k  a n o t h e r  p e r s o n  ( p a r t i c u l a r 1y , 

a n o t h e r  p e r s o n  i n  an a u t h o r i t y  r o l e )  d i r e c t l y  i n  t h e  e y e .

I n  t h e  b l a c k  c u l t u r a l  c o n t e x t ,  a v o i d i n g  e y e  c o n t a c t  i s  a 

n o n - v e r b a l  way o f  c o m m u n ic a t in g  a r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t h e  

a u t h o r i t y —s u b o r d i n a t e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  a 

s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n .

M o te  how " c u l t u r e  c l a s h "  can o c c u r  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  a v o i d a n c e

o f  e y e  c o n t a c t s  i n  t h e  d o m in a n t  c u l t u r e  e y e  c o n t a c t  i s

i n t e r p r e t e d  one way,  w h i l e  i t  i s  i n t e r p r e t e d  i n  a n o t h e r  way  

w i t h i n  t h e  b l a c k  c u l t u r e , .

A v o i d i n g  e y e  c o n t a c t  t o  co m m u n ica te  r e s p e c t  and  

a c k n o w le d g e m e n t  o f  o n e ' s  b e i n g  i n  a s u b o r d i n a t e  r o l e  :i s a 

common p a t t e r n  i n  W e s te r n  A f r i c a .

R e i n f o r c i n g  t h e  a v o i d a n c e  o f  e y e  c o n t a c t  i s  a s t a n c e  t h a t

young b l a c k s  t a k e  i n  a c o n f l i c t  s i t u a t i o n .  O f t e n ,  i n  a

c o n f l i c t  s i t u a t i o n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  young b l a c k  m a le s  w i l l  s l o w l y  

b e g i n  t o  t a k e  a l i m p  s t a n c e  as t h e  r e p r i m a n d  f r o m  t h e  p e r s o n  i n  

a u t h o r i t y  goes  on and on.

49



The  l i m p  stance? i s  a d e f e n s e  m echan ism  w h ic h  n o n - v e r b a l  l y  

c o m m u n ic a t e s :  " I  am no l o n g e r  a p e r s o n  r e c e i v i n g  y o u r  m essage

o f  re p r im a n d ; !  I am o n l y  an o b j e c t . "  Or i t  c o m m u n ic a te s s  "My 

body i s  p r e s e n t ,  b u t  my mind i s  c o m p l e t e l y  rem oved  f r o m  t h e  

p r e s e n t  e n c o u n t e r "  ( J o h n s o n ,  1 9 7 5 : 3 0 1 > .

Among t h e  Sea  I s l a n d  s t o r y t e l l e r s  a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  G u l l  ah 

and I g b o ,  Y o r u b a  and I b e b i o  i s  t h a t  o f  s e e m in g  t o  t e l l  t h e  t a l e  

t o  o n l y  one p e r s o n .  The t e l l e r  f o c u s e s  on t h a t  one  i n d i v i d u a l  

i n  t h e  a u d i e n c e  and i g n o r e s  a l l  o t h e r s .  He may ev e n  t u r n  h i s  

b ac k  on t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  w a t c h e r s .  T h i s  t u r n i n g  o f  t h e  b a c k  i s  

f a i r l y  common i n  some West A f r i c a n  c o m m u n i t i e s  and i s  

a p p a r e n t l y  n o t  a d i s c o u r t e o u s  p r a c t i c e  ( J o n e s - J a c k s o n ,

1 9 8 7 s 4 4 ) .

I n  most W e s t e r n  c u l t u r e s ,  t u r n i n g  o n e ' s  back  t o  a n o t h e r  

p e r s o n  i s  an o v e r t  s i g n  o f  d i s r e g a r d  o r  d i s r e s p e c t .  I n  Sea  

I s l a n d  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  one can o b s e r v e  t h i s  b e h a v i o r  i n  

c h u r c h e s  o r  o t h e r  g a t h e r i n g  p l a c e s .  Two men w i l l  o f t e n  s i t  on 

eac h  end o f  a c h u r c h  bench  i n  such a manner t h a t  t h e i r  b a c k s  

a r e  t u r n e d  s l i g h t l y  away f r o m  each  o t h e r .  D u r i n g  t h e  e n t i r e  

c o u r s e  o f  a s e rm o n ,  t h e y  w i l l  t u r n  a r o u n d  o n l y  t o  nod a g r e e m e n t  

t o  e a c h  o t h e r ,  t o  s a y ,  "Am en,"  o r  j u s t  t o  r e c o g n i z e  eac h  

o t h e r ' s  p r e s e n c e  b e f o r e  r e s u m in g  t h e i r  f o r m e r  p o s i t i o n s .

T h i s  b e h a v i o r  i s  o b s e r v e d  more o f t e n  i n  men t h a n  i n  women 

and c h i l d r e n ,  th o u g h  i t  has  been see n  i n  young b o y s  d u r i n g  

s t o r y t e l l i n g  e v e n t s  i n  N i g e r i a  and on t h e  Sea I s l a n d s  

( J o n e s - J a c  k s o n , 19 8 7  s 4 5 ) «

T u r n i n g  t h e  back  can s o m e t im e s  be  seen  i n  a b l a c k  a u d i e n c e .



When l i s t e n i n g  t o  a s p e a k e r ,  members o f  t h e  b l a c k  a u d i e n c e  w i l l  

o f t e n  s h i f t ,  p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e i r  s e a t s  t o  s l i g h t l y  t u r n  t h e i r  

b a c k s  t o  t h e  s p e a k e r  t o  n o n - v e r b a l l y  c o m m u n ic a t e  c o n f i r m a t i o n  

and a g r e e m e n t  w i t h  t h e  s p e a k e r ' s  r e m a r k s .  T h i s  a c t i o n  a l w a y s  

f o l l o w s  t h e  f i r s t  l e a n i n g  f o r w a r d  s l i g h t l y  b e n t  o v e r  t o  show  

n o n - v e r b a l  c o n c e r n  o r  u n s u r e n e s s  a b o u t  w h a t  t h e  s p e a k e r  i s  

s a y i n g .  A t  t h e  moment when t h e y  u n d e r s t a n d  o r  a g r e e  w i t h  t h e  

s p e a k e r ,  t h e y  w i l l  s h i f t  i n  t h e  s e a t  t o  s l i g h t l y  e x p o s e  t h e  

b a c k  (J o h n s o n ,  1 9 7 5 x 3 0 5 ) .

I t  h a s  been  p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  b l a c k  m a l e s  o f t e n  t u r n  t h e i r  

b a c k s  t o  a n o t h e r  p a r t i c i p a n t  i n  a c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s i t u a t i o n .

T h i s  a c t i o n  a l w a y s  c o m m u n ic a t e s  a v e r y  f r i e n d l y  i n t i m a t e  

m ess age .  T h i s  g e s t u r e  -  t u r n i n g  o n e ' s  back  t o  a n o t h e r  — can  be  

o b s e r v e d  when b l a c k  m a le s  g r e e t  e a c h  o t h e r  as  w e l l .  The  

n o n - v e r b a l  message i s  p r o b a b l y x  " L o o k ,  I  t r u s t  you  so much t h a t  

I  u n h e s i t a t i n g l y  p l a c e  m y s e l f  i n  a v u l n e r a b l e  p o s i t i o n  i n  

g r e e t i n g  y o u . "

A n o t h e r  p a t t e r n  t h a t  i s  common when b l a c k  m a le s  g r e e t  ea c h  

o t h e r  i s  f o r  one  t o  a p p r o a c h  t h e  o t h e r  p e r s o n ,  v e r b a l l y  g r e e t  

h i m ,  and t h e n  s t a n d  d u r i n g  t h e  i n i t i a l  s t a g e s  o f  t h e  g r e e t i n g  

w i t h  t h e  one hand cupped o v e r  t h e  g e n i t a l s .  The  n o n - v e r b a l  

message h e r e  i s  u n c l e a r  5 p e r h a p s  t h e  y o u t h  i s  c o m m u n i c a t i n g  

t h a t  he  i s  so s e x u a l l y  p o t e n t  t h a t  he must  sub due  o r  " r e i n  i n "  

h i s  s e x u a l  p o t e n t i a l  s i n c e  i t  i s  s e e n  most  o f t e n  when t h e  

c o n v e r s a t i o n  c o n c e r n s  s e x u a l  e x p l o i t s  o r  when t h e  o t h e r  p e r s o n  

i s  a young f e m a l e  (J o h n s o n ,  1 9 7 5 x 3 0 4 ) .

A n o t h e r  i n t e r e s t i n g  b i t  o f  body l a n g u a g e  can  be  o b s e r v e d



a b o u t  a group* o f  young b l a c k  m a l e s .  When a s s e m b le d  i n  a g r o u p ,  

t h e  p e r i p h e r y  o f  t h e  g r o u p  c o n t i n u a l l y  f l u c t u a t e s .  The g ro u p  

moves i n  and o u t  t o w a r d  and f r o m  t h e  c e n t e r .  When s o m e t h i n g  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n t e r e s t i n g  o r  f u n n y  i s  s a i d ,  one o r  more o f  t h e  

p a r t i c i p a n t s  w i l l  t u r n  h i s  b a c k  t o  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  g r o u p  and  

w a l k  away w i t h  g r e a t  a n i m a t i o n  t o  n o n - v e r b a l  1 y c o m m u n ic a t e  h i s  

c o n f i r m a t i o n  o f  w hat  h a s  been  s«\ id  and h i s  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t h e

c r e a t i v e  way i n  w h ic h  i t  was s a i d .

A n o t h e r  n o n - v e r b a l  p a t t e r n  e a s i l y  n o t i c e d  i n  b l a c k  m a le  

g ro u p  d i s c u s s i o n s  i s  t h e  way m a le s  p u n c t u a t e  l a u g h t e r .  O f t e n ,

when s o m e t h i n g  e s p e c i a l l y  f u n n y  i s  s a i d  by a b l a c k ,  t h e

a u d i e n c e  w i l l  r a i s e  a cupped  hand t o  t h e  mouth and l a u g h .  The  

hand i s  n o t  p l a c e d  a c t u a l l y  o v e r  t h e  mouth? i n s t e a d ,  i t  i s  h e l d  

a b o u t  s i x  i n c h e s  away f r o m  t h e  mouth a s  i f  t o  m u f f l e  t h e  l a u g h .  

T h i s  a c t i o n  -  t h e  cupped hand i n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  mouth -  i s  common 

among West  A f r i c a n s .  The n o n - v e r b a l  message i s  t h a t  t h e  

a u d i e n c e  h as  a c k n o w le d g e d  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w i t t y  s t a t e m e n t  o f  

t h e  s p e a k e r .

The b l a c k  r a p p i n g  s t a n c e  i s  a k i n d  o f  s t a t i o n a r y  "pimp  

s t r u t . "  I t  i s  t h e  p o s e  t h e  young m a le  t a k e s  when t a l k i n g  

r o m a n t i c a l l y  t o  a young f e m a l e .  I t  l o o k s  a s  f o l l o w s s  f i r s t ,  he  

do e s  n o t  s t a n d  d i r e c t l y  i n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  b l a c k  f e m a l e  b u t  a t  a 

s l i g h t  a n g le ?  t h e  head  i s  s l i g h t l y  e l e v a t e d  and t i p p e d  t o  t h e  

s i d e  t o w a r d  t h e  fe m a le ?  t h e  e y e s  a r e  a b o u t  t h r e e —f o u r t h s  open? 

s o m e t i m e s ,  t h e  head v e r y  s l o w l y  nods as  t h e  " r a p "  i s  d e l i v e r e d ?  

t h e  arms c o n fo r m  t o  t h e  "pimp s t r u t "  p a t t e r n  -  one hand may be  

h a l f —way i n  a p a c k e t  w h i l e  t h e  o t h e r  arm h a n g s  f r e e ?  f i n a l l y ,



t h e  w e i g h t  o f  t h e  body  i s  c o n c e n t r a t e d  on t h e  b a c k  h e e l  ( i n  t h e  

" r a p p i n g  s t a n c e "  t h e  f e e t  are* n o t  t o g e t h e r  b u t  are* p o s i t i o n e d  

i n  a k i n d  o f  f r o z e n  s t e p ) .  The b l a c k  f e m a l e  w i l l  most  o f t e n  

l i s t e n  t o  t h i s  " r a p "  n o n c h a l a n t l y  w i t h  one hand on h e r  h i p  

< Johnson  , 19 7 5  s 3 0 3 )  ..

Body l a n g u a g e  l a t e l y  can  be  c o n f u s i n g .  C e r t a i n  c l o t h i n g  

s t y l e s  t a k e  on a s e x u a l  c o n n o t a t i o n  t h a t  l a c k s  b o t h  s t y l e  and  

a l l u r e .  " B a g g i n g , "  w h i l e  d e f i n i t e l y  an i n t e n t i o n a l  t h i n g ,  i s  

t h e  w e a r i n g  o f  o n e ' s  t r o u s e r s  a t  o r  b e l o w  t h e  b u t t o c k s '  

m i d p o i n t  g i v i n g  t h e  i l l u s i o n  o f  i l l  f i t  o r  u n k e m p tn e s s .

The most o b v i o u s  c o n c l u s i o n  s i n c e  i t  c a n ' t  be  a l l  t h a t  

c o m f o r t a b l e ,  i s  t h a t  i t  c o u l d  be p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  

a d e s i r e  t o  d raw  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h a t  a r e a  o f  t h e  a n a to m y .

The v e r y  n e w e s t  r a g e  i s  s a g g in g  w i t h o u t  u n d e r w e a r .  A 

c u r r e n t  m u s ic  r a p  i s  s a i d  t o  e x t o l  t h e  d i s d a i n  o f  u n d e r w e a r ,  

w h ic h  p o s s i b l y  a c c o u n t s  f o r  t h i s  b e h a v i o r .

C u r r e n t l y ,  a w i d e s p r e a d  and o f t e n  d a n g e r o u s l y  v i o l e n t  

m essage i s  s p r e a d  b o t h  i n t e n t i o n a l l y  and n o n i n t e n t i o n a l l y  by  

t h e  w e a r i n g  o f  c e r t a i n  c o l o r s .  P r i m a r i l y  r e d  and b l u e ,  c o l o r s  

-  b o o s t e d  by  t h e  m o v ie  o f  t h e  same name -  e n c o u r a g e  o r  g i v e  

l i c e n s e  t o  mayhem i n  t h e  name o f  a c o l o r .  T h a t  p a t r i o t i s m  

w o u ld  r u n  so d e e p !



CHAPTER F I V E

BLACK ADOLESCENT COMMUNICATION THROUGH RITUAL INSULT

'‘The s t r e e t  i s  w h e r e  young b l o o d s  g e t  t h e i r  e d u c a t i o n . ,  I  

l e a r n e d  how t o  t a l k  i n  t h e  s t r e e t ,  n o t  f r o m  r e a d i n g  a b o u t  D i c k  

and J a n e  g o i n g  t o  t h e  2 0 0  and a l l  t h a t  s i m p l e  s h i t .  The  

t e a c h e r  w o u ld  t e s t  o u r  v o c a b u l a r y  e v e r y  w e e k ,  b u t  we knew t h e  

v o c a b u l a r y  we n e e d e d .  T h e y ' d  g i v e  us a r i t h m e t i c  t o  e x e r c i s e  

o u r  m in d s .  H e l l ,  we e x e r c i s e d  o u r  m in d s  by p l a y i n g  t h e  D o zen s"  

(H.  Rap Brown), .

The D o zens  i s  t h e  most  common name f o r  t h e  v e r b a l  d u e l i n g  

d e s c r i b e d  by H. Rap) Brow n,  t h o u g h  i t s  p r e c i s e  name d i f f e r e d  

f r o m  c o m m u n i ty  t o  c o m m u n i t y .  I n  B a to n  Rouge w h e r e  Brown g rew  

u p ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  D o z e n s  r e f e r r e d  o n l y  t o  v e r b a l  c o n t e s t s  

w h ic h  f o c u s e d  on t h e  a d v e r s a r y ' s  m o t h e r 5 S i g n i f y i n g  was t h e  

t e r m  d e s c r i b i n g  c o n t e s t s  w h e r e  t h e  a d v e r s a r i e s  t h e m s e l v e s  w e re  

t h e  s u b j e c t s  o f  v e r b a l  a b u s e .  I n  C h i c a g o ,  games o f  v e r b a l  

i n s u l t  a r e  c a l l e d  S o u n d in g  i n  g e n e r a l  w h i l e  t h e  D o zens  i s  a 

s p e c i f i c  v a r i e t y  w h ic h  i n v o l v e s  b r o a d e n i n g  t h e  t a r g e t  f r o m  t h e  

a d v e r s a r y  t o  h i s  o r  h e r  a n c e s t o r s ,  r e l a t i v e s ,  a n d ,  e s p e c i a l l y ' ?  

m o t h e r .  S o u n d in g  and t h e  Do zens  can c o n s i s t  o f  e i t h e r  d i r e c t  

i n s u l t s ,  " s o u n d s , "  o r  i n d i r e c t  i n s u l t s ,  " s i g n i f y i n g . "  I n  

O a k l a n d ,  C a l i f o r n i a ,  t h e  game i s  known as  S o u n d in g  o r  W o o f i n g ,  

i n  P h i l a d e l p h i a  as  t h e  D o z e n s ,  S o u n d i n g ,  o r  W o o f i n g ,  i n  

W a s h i n g t o n ,  D . C .  as  J o n i n g ,  i n  H a r r i s b u r g ,  P e n n s y l v a n i a ,  as
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S c r e a m i n g ,  i n  p a r t s  o f  t h e  West  C o a s t  a s  C u t t i n g  o r  C h o p p i n g ,  

and t h e s e  t e r m s  do n o t  b e g i n  t o  e x h a u s t  t h e  l i s t .  I n  F l i n t ,  

f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  most, o f t e n  used  t e r m  i s  " p a n n i n g . "

W h e r e v e r  t h e y  e x i s t  and w h a t e v e r  t h e y  a r e  c a l l e d ,  t h e s e  

v e r b a l  c o n t e s t s  -  w h ic h  I  w i l l  r e f e r  t o  most  o f t e n  as  t h e  

D o z e n s  s i n c e  i t  seems t o  be  t h e i r  o l d e s t  known name — i n v o l v e s  

j o k i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  i n  w h ic h  tw o  o r  more p e o p l e  a r e  f r e e  t o  

i n s u l t  eac h  o t h e r  and ea c h  o t h e r ' s  a n c e s t o r s  and r e l a t i v e s  

e i t h e r  d i r e c t l y  o r  i n d i r e c t l y .  The m o t h e r  i s  a f a v o r i t e  t h o u g h  

n o t  an i n v a r i a b l e  t a r g e t .  A g ro u p  o f  o n l o o k e r s  i s  g e n e r a l l y  

p r e s e n t ,  a u d i b l y  c o m m en t in g  upon t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e s  o f  each  

p l a y e r ,  j u d g i n g  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  a b i l i t i e s ,  i n c i t i n g  th e m ,  and  

u r g i n g  them  on .  W i t h i n  t h e  p e r m i t t e d  b o u n d a r i e s  o f  t h e  D o z e n s ,  

r i t u a l  i n s u l t s  a r e  c h a l l e n g e s  n o t  t o  o n e ' s  h o n o r  b u t  t o  o n e ' s  

humor and v e r b a l  i n g e n u i t y .

Though t h e  D o zen s  can end i n  p h y s i c a l  v i o l e n c e ,  i t  i s  n o t  

t h e  p l a n n e d  o r  eve n  t h e  p r e f e r r e d  c l i m a x .  The Dozens  i s  an 

o r a l  c o n t e s t ,  a j o k i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  a r i t u a l  o f  p e r m i t t e d  

d i s r e s p e c t  i n  w h ic h  t h e  w i n n e r  i s  r e c o g n i z e d  on t h e  b a s i s  o f  

v e r b a l  f a c i l i t y ,  o r i g i n a l i t y ,  i n g e n u i t y ,  and humor.  L i n g u i s t  

W i l l i a m  L a b o v  c a l l s  i t  a s p e ech  e v e n t  w i t h  a w e l l  a r t i c u l a t e d  

s t r u c t u r e  ( L e v i n e ,  1 9 7 7 x 3 4 6 ) .

The Do zens  c o n s t i t u t e s  s t i l l  f u r t h e r  p r o o f  o f  how h i g h l y  

v e r b a l  a b i l i t y  i s  r e g a r d e d  by b l a c k s .  The man o f  w o r d s ,  R oger  

Abrahams o b s e r v e d  i n  h i s  s t u d y  o f  b l a c k  f o l k l o r e  i n  

Ph i  I a d e l p h i  a , was an i m p o r t a n t  member o f  t h e  m a le  g ro u p  whose  

a b i l i t y  w i t h  w ords  was as  h i g h l y  v a l u e d  as  p h y s i c a l  s t r e n g t h .
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" C o n c e r n  w i t h  v e r b a l  a r t , "  C l a u d i a  M i t c h e l 1 - K e r n a n  c o n c l u d e d  i n  

h e r  a n a l y s i s  o f  b l a c k  s p e e c h  b e h a v i o r  i n  D a k l a n d ,  " i s  a 

d o m i n a n t  th em e  i n  b l a c k  c u l t u r e "  ( L e v i n e ,  1 9 7 7 x 3 4 9 ) .

BLACK ADOLESCENT R ITUAL INSULTS:  STRUCTURAL ISSUES

The  e x i s t e n c e  o f  such  j o k i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  as  t h e  D o zens  i s  

n e i t h e r  random  n o r  a c c i d e n t a l .  T h e i r  l o n g e v i t y  and  

p e r v a s i v e n e s s  i n  b l a c k  A m e r ic a n  c u l t u r e  a r e  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  

i m p o r t a n c e  o f  t h e  f u n c t i o n s  t h e y  p e r f o r m .  As a l l  p l a y  d o e s ,  

t h e  D o z e n s  e n t e r t a i n s : ;  as  much p l a y  d o e s ,  i t  h a s  a number o f  

l a t e n t  f u n c t i o n s  as  w e l l .  I t  i s ,  and h as  b e e n ,  an i m p o r t a n t  

t r a i n i n g  g ro u n d  f o r  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  v e r b a l  f a c i l i t y  i n  a 

g r o u p  i n  w h ic h  o r a l  c u l t u r e  h a s  p l a y e d  a c e n t r a l  r o l e  and w h ic h  

c o n s e q u e n t l y  h o l d s  v e r b a l  a b i l i t y  i n  h i g h  r e g a r d .

E m p h a s i z i n g  t h a t  t h e  d i a l e c t i c  o f  i n s u l t  c h a r a c t e r i z i n g  t h e  

D o z e n s  i s  c o n f i n e d  s t r i c t l y  w i t h i n  t h e  g r o u p ,  John D o l l a r d  

r e a s o n e d  t h a t  t h e  D o zens  h a s  been  a v e h i c l e  f o r  d e f l e c t i n g  

a g g r e s s i o n  away f r o m  t h e  w h i t e  w o r l d ,  w h e r e  i t  was d a n g e r o u s ,  

i n t o  a p e r m i s s i v e  c h a n n e l  w i t h i n  t h e  b l a c k  w o r l d ,  w h e r e  i t  

w o u ld  h a v e  f e w  s e r i o u s  c o n s e q u e n c e s  ( D o l l a r d ,  ( 1 9 3 9 ) ,  i n  

L e v i n e ,  1 9 7 7 x 3 5 5 ) .

S e a r c h ! n g  f o r  a more c u l  t u r a l 1 y s p e c i  f  i  c e x p l a n a t i  o n , 

Abraham s f o c u s e d  upon w h a t  he c o n s i d e r e d  t o  be t h e  i n t e n s e  

O e d i p a l  and i d e n t i t y  p r o b l e m s  o f  b l a c k  a d o l e s c e n t s  who, h a v i n g  

m a t u r e d  i n  a s t r o n g l y  m a t r i f o c a l  s y s t e m ,  nee ded  t o  f i n d  some 

means o f  e x o r c i s i n g  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  m o t h e r .  I n  t h i s  

q u e s t ,  t h e  a d o l e s c e n t  " c r e a t e s  a p l a y g r o u n d  w h ic h  e n a b l e s  h im  

t o  a t t a c k  some o t h e r  p e r s o n ' s  m o t h e r ,  i n  f u l l  k n o w le d g e  t h a t



t h a t  p e r s o n  must come b a c k  and i n s u l t  h i s  own. Thus someone  

e l s e  i s  d o i n g  t h e  j o b  f o r  h i m ,  and b e t w e e n  them  t h e y  a r e  

c a s t i g a t i n g  a l l  t h a t  i s  f e m i n i n e ,  f r a i l  and u n m a n l y 11 (A b r a h a m s ,  

( 1962> , i n  L e v i n e , 19773 3 5 6 ) .

The d i f f i c u l t y  w i t h  A b ra h a m s '  e m p h a s is  upon e x p l a n a t i o n s  

f e a t u r i n g  m a t r i a r c h y  and i d e n t i t y  c r i s i s  among a d o l e s c e n t  b l a c k  

m a le s  i s  t h a t  i t  l e a v e s  t o o  much u n e x p l a i n e d s  Why t h e  D o zens  

h a s  been  so p o p u l a r  among g i r l s  and women who seem t o  a t t a c k  

t h e  m o th e r  f i g u r e  w i t h  a s  much e n t h u s i a s m  as  do bo y s  and men.  

Why, i f  t h e  p r i m a r y  p u r p o s e  o f  t h e  D o zens  i s  t h e  e x o r c i s m  o f  

m a t e r n a l  i n f l u e n c e ,  such m a le  f i g u r e s  a s  f a t h e r s ,  and b r o t h e r s  

a r e  a l s o  so o f t e n  t h e  s u b j e c t s  o f  a b u s e .  And,  f i n a l l y ' ,  why 

t h r o u g h o u t  most  o f  i t s  h i s t o r y  t h e  D o zens  h as  been  p o p u l a r ,  

b o t h  i n  i t s  c o n t e s t  f o r m  and i t s  sung v e r s i o n s  w i t h  a d u l t s  as  

w e l l  as  a d o l e s c e n t s .  W i l l i a m  Labov  h as  shown how p o i n t e d l y  

s p e c i f i c  t h e  p u r p o s e s  o f  t h e  Dozens  can bes t o  r e m in d  someone  

o f  t h e i r  s o c i a l  p l a c e  w i t h i n  t h e  p e e r  g r o u p 5 t o  r e l i e v e  t e n s i o n  

by t r a n s f o r m i n g  a p e r s o n a l  c o n f l i c t  i n t o  a r i t u a l  one ( L a b o v ,

( 1 9 6 8 )  , i n  L e v i n e , 1 9 7 7 s 357> »

I t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  i d e n t i f y  tw o  o v e r r i d i n g  f u n c t i o n s  o f  

r i t u a l  i n s u l t s  The f i r s t  -  t r a i n i n g  i n  v e r b a l  f a c i l i t y  — has  

been m e n t i o n e d .  The second — t r a i n i n g  i n  s e l f  d i s c i p l i n e  -  has  

been t o o  w i d e l y  n e g l e c t e d .  A lm o s t  e v e r y  s t u d e n t  o f  t h e  D o zens  

h a s  commented upon t h e  f a c t  t h a t  any  r e s o r t  t o  p h y s i c a l  

r e p r i s a l  i s  a s h a r p  b r e a k  w i t h  t h e  r u l e s  g o v e r n i n g  t h e  r i t u a l  

and i s  c o n s i d e r e d  t o  be  t h e  mark o f  a l o s e r  who h as  e x h a u s t e d  

h i s  o r  h e r  v e r b a l  s k i l l s  and l o s t  c o n t r o l .
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The  i n c u l c a t i o n  o f  t h i s  k i n d  o f  d i s c i p l i n e  i s  one  o f  t h e  

c e n t r a l  o b j e c t s  o f  t h e  r i t u a l  i n s u l t -  D e v e l o p e d  a t  a t i m e  when 

b l a c k  A m e r i c a n s  w e r e  e s p e c i a l l y  s u b j e c t  t o  i n s u l t s  and a s s a u l t s  

upon t h e i r  d i g n i t y  t o  w h ic h  t h e y  c o u l d  n o t  s a f e l y  r e s p o n d ,  t h e  

D o zens  s e r v e d  as  a m echanism  f o r  t e a c h i n g  and s h a r p e n i n g  t h e  

a b i l i t y  t o  c o n t r o l  e m o t i o n s  and anger | j  an a b i l i t y  w h ic h  was  

o f t e n  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  s u r v i v a l . .  I f  t h e  D o zen s  h a s  become more  

e x c l u s i v e l y  a v e h i c l e  f o r  a d o l e s c e n t s  and j u v e n i l e s  i n  t h e  p a s t  

f e w  d e c a d e s ,  t h i s  d e v e lo p m e n t  c e r t a i n l y  i s  more t h a n  c a s u a l l y  

r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  e x p a n s i o n  o f  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  b l a c k  a d u l t s  t o  

e x p r e s s  t h e i r  d i s c o n t e n t  more o p e n l y  i n  a v a r i e t y  o f  ways  

( L e v i n e ,  1 9 7 7 s 3 5 7 ) .

BLACK ADOLESCENT RITUAL INSULTS:; CULTURAL ISSUES

I n  1 9 3 9 ,  when he p u b l i s h e d  h i s  p i o n e e r  e s s a y  on t h e  Doze?ts,  

John D o l l a r d  j u d g e d  i t  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  s a y  w h e t h e r  t h e  D o zens  was  

b o r r o w e d  f r o m  W e s t e r n  E u ro p e a n  c u l t u r e  and r e f a s h i o n e d  by  

N e g r o e s  i n  t h e  New W o r l d ,  whE?the.r i t  was a d a p t e d  f r o m  t h e  

n a t i v e  A f r i c a n  h e r i t a g e ,  o r  w h e t h e r  i t  was i n d e p e n d e n t l y  

i n v e n t e d  by A m e r ic a n  N e g r o e s -  T o d a y ,  as  t h e n ,  t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  

t h e  game r e m a i n  o b s c u r e -  S t i l l ,  t h e r e  i s  no q u e s t i o n  t h a t  

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  r i t u a l  i n s u l t  was w e l l  known and w i d e l y  

p r a c t i c e d  i n  t h e  A f r i c a n  c u l t u r e s  f r o m  w h ic h  t h e  s l a v e s  came.  

A l t h o u g h  such i n s u l t s  w e r e  most f r e q u e n t l y  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by  

i n d i r e c t i o n ,  a l l u s i o n ,  and m e t a p h o r ,  d i r e c t  i n s u l t  was  

c e r t a i  n 1y n o t  unknow n»

In  1856 t h e  R e v e r e n d  L e i g h t o n  W i l s o n  r e p o r t e d  f r o m  West  

A f r i c a  t h a t  "M ore  f i g h t s  a r e  o c c a s i o n e d  among boy s  by h e a r i n g
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s o m e t h i n g  s a i d  i n  d i s p a r a g e m e n t  o f  t h e i r  m o t h e r s  t h a n  a i l  o t h e r  

c a u s e s  p u t  t o g e t h e r . ” I n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  i n s u l t s  and a n c e s t o r  

d e r i s i o n ,  t h e n ,  w e r e  w e l l  known i n  A f r i c a  as  t h e y  w e r e  i n  many 

c u l t u r e s  i n c l u d i n g  t h o s e  o f  E u r o p e  ( L e v i n e ,  1 9 7 7 s 3 5 0 ) .

W h i l e  t h e  t h e  D o z e n s ,  as  a t e r m ,  c o v e r s  a w i d e  v a r i e t y  o f  

r i t u a l  i n s u l t s ,  some d e f i n i t i v e  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  f i n e - l i n e  

d i f f e r e n c e s  i s  h e l p f u l  i n  p o i n t i n g  up t h e  c u l t u r a l l y  s p e c i f i c  

n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  a c t i v i t y -

To b e g i n  w i t h ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  W i l l i a m  L a b o v ,  S o u n d in g  i s  

a l w a y s  t h o u g h t  o f  as  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  s o m e o n e 's  m o t h e r -  B u t  o t h e r  

r e l a t i v e s  a r e  a l s o  m e n t io n e d  — as p a r t  o f  t h e  spe ech  f o r  

v a r i e t y  i n  s w i t c h i n g ,  o r  f o r  t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  a t t r i b u t e s -  In  

o r d e r  o f  i m p o r t a n c e ,  one can  l i s t  t h e  o p p o n e n t s  r e l a t i v e s  ass 

m o t h e r ,  f a t h e r ,  u n c l e ,  g r a n d m o t h e r ,  a u n t -  As f a r  as  t h e  number  

o f  sou nds  i s  c o n c e r n e d ,  t h e  o p p o n e n t  h i m s e l f  m ig h t  be i n c l u d e d  

as  second  most  i m p o r t a n t  t o  has  m o t h e r ,  b u t  p r o v e r b i a l l y  sounds  

a r e  t h o u g h t  o f  as  p r i m a r i l y  a g a i n s t  r e l a t i v e s  ( L a b o v ,

j  £ •j  ~ T j r r * ,  r**, v I V /  uL u o / n

S i g n i f y i n g  can be b o th ,  l i g h t  and h e a v y 5 t h a t  i s ,  a way o f  

t e a c h i n g  o r  d r i v i n g  home a c o g n i t i v e  m essage taut w i t h o u t  

p r e a c h i n g  o r  l e c t u r i n g .

E x a m p le  ~ l i g h t w e i g h t  s i g g i n '  o r  c a p p i n ' s

"You so u g l y  l o o k  l i k e  you been h i t  by a u g l y  s t i c k - "

Ex a m p le  — h e a v y  s i  g g i  n ' r.

R e v e r e n d  J e s s e  J a c k s o n ,  m e r g in g  s a c r e d  and s e c u l a r  

s i g g i n '  i n  a B r e a d b a s k e t  S a t u r d a y  m a r n in g  s e r m o n 5

" P im p ,  p u n k ,  p r o s t i t u t e ,  p r e a c h e r , P h .D .  — a l l  t h e  P ' s  -
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you s t i  13. i n  s i  a v e r y  i 11

N o t  as  venomous as  s a r c a s m ,  t h o u g h  i t  i n c l u d e s  e l e m e n t s  o f  

s a r c a s m ,  t h e  p o i n t  o f  a i l  e f f e c t i v e *  h e a v y  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  i s  t o  

p u t  somebody i n  c h e c k ,  make them t h i n k  a b o u t  and h o p e f u l l y  

c o r r e c t  t h e i r  b e h a v i o r  ( S m i t h e r m a n ,  1 7 7 s 12 0 )»

S i g n i f y i n g  can a l s o  be  h i n t i n g  o r  l e t t i n g  on t h a t  one w o u ld  

be i n t e r e s t e d  i n  kn o w in g  s o m e t h i n g -  And i t  can  a l s o  be  used  t o  

i m p l y  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  i s  n e g a t i v e  o r  a c c u s a t o r y -  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  

i t  c o u l d  be c o n s i d e r e d  s i g n i f y i n g  when you b r i n g  b ack  a D i e t  

Coke t o  a f r i e n d  who a s k e d  f o r  Coke,. I t  can be  t a k e n  t o  i m p l y  

t h a t  t h e y  need  t o  l o s e  some w e i g h t  (Kochman,  1 9 8 1 s 1 0 3 ) .

B r a g g i n g  and b o a s t i n g  i n  t h e  b l a c k  com m uni ty  eac h  t a k e  on 

d i f f e r e n t  f o r m s  and s e r v e  somewhat d i f f e r e n t  p u r p o s e s .  T h e se  

tw o  f o r m s ,  w h i l e  n o t  s p e c i f i c a l l y  i n s u l t i n g  i n  n a t u r e ,  a r e  

common c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s t y l e s  t h a t  s u r f a c e  i n  many o f  t h e  same 

a r e n a s  as  r i t u a l  i n s u l t s -  They a r e  t h e r e f o r e  d e s e r v i n g  o f  a t  

l e a s t  b r i e f  m e n t i o n .

B l a c k  b o a s t i n g  i s  a l w a y s  hum orou s ,  n o t  t o  be  t a k e n  s e r i o u s l y  

and o f t e n  o b v i o u s  e x a g g e r a t i o n .  The same f e a t u r e s  mark b l a c k  

b o a s t i n g  i n  t h e  West I n d i e s ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  K a r l  R e is m a n .

B r a g g i n g ,  on t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  i s  a s e r i o u s  f o r m  o f  s e l f  

a g g r a n d i z e m e n t -  There? i s  an e l e m e n t  o f  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  

i n v o l v e d .  C l a i m s  h a v e  t o  be j u s t i f i e d ,  w h e t h e r  t h e y  p e r t a i n  t o  

a b i l i t y ,  p o s s e s s i o n s  o r  s o c i a l  s t a t u s .

B r a g g i n g  a b o u t  p r o v e n  a b i l i t y  i s  o k a y ,  b u t  n o t  u n p r o v e n  

a b i l i t y .  A l s o  b r a g g i n g  a b o u t  p o s s e s s i o n s  and s o c i a l  s t a t u s  i s  

n o t  o k a y  i n  t h e  b l a c k  com m uni ty  s i n c e  n e i t h e r  i s  u n i q u e  t o  t h e
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p e r s o n  and h a s  no communal p o t e n t i a l  (Kochman,  1 9 8 1 s6 3 , 6 8 ) *  

BLACK ADOLESCENT R ITUAL INSULTS ARE SOCIOECONOMICALLY 

INFLUENCED

As i m p l i e d  p r e v i o u s l y ,  r i t u a l  i n s u l t  i s  n o t  as  p r e v a l e n t  

t o d a y  among a d u l t s  who h a v e  g r e a t e r  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  

them  t h u s  l e s s e n i n g  t h e  need  f o r  such  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  o u t l e t s *

I t  r e m a i n s ,  t h e n ,  -for t h e  y o u t h  o f  t h e  b l a c k  c u l t u r e  t o  

p e r p e t u a t e  t h i s  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s t y l e ,  p r o b a b l y  -for many o f  t h e  

same r e a s o n s  as  b e f o r e  m e n t io n e d *  The s t r e e t s  r e m a i n  t h e  

v e r b a l  t r a i n i n g  g ro u n d *

On t h e  s t r e e t s ,  w o o f i n g ' s  p u r p o s e  i s  t o  g a i n ,  w i t h o u t  

a c t u a l l y  h a v i n g  t o  become v i o l e n t ,  t h e  r e s p e c t  and f e a r  f r o m  

o t h e r s  t h a t  i s  o f t e n  won t h r o u g h  p h y s i c a l  com bat*  To 

a c c o m p l i s h  t h i s  i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  c r e a t e  an im a ge  o f  b e i n g  

f e a r l e s s  and t o u g h ,  someone n o t  t o  be t r i f l e d  w i t h *

B u t  s i m p l y  t o  r e c o g n i s e  t h e  a c t i v i t y  as  w o o f i n g  i s  n o t  t o  

s a y  t h a t  b l a c k s  can n e c e s s a r i l y  t e l l  w h e t h e r  t h o s e  w o o f i n g  w i l l  

a c t u a l l y  do w hat  t h e y  p r o p o s e *  T h a t  i s  b e c a u s e  t h e  f a c a d e  i s  

o f t e n  t h e  same w h e t h e r  t h e  p e r s o n  i s  s e r i o u s  o r  n o t *  P e r h a p s  

t h i s  i s  why b l a c k s  c o n s i d e r  any  s h i f t  f ro m  v e r b a l  p o s t u r i n g  t o  

o v e r t  movement a more r e l i a b l e  gau ge  o f  i m m in e n t  v i o l e n c e  

( Kochman , 1981:: 4 9 - 5 1 )  ..

W i l l i a m  Labov  n o t e d  t h a t ,  i n  t h e  v e r b a l  i n s u l t  game o f  

s o u n d i n g ,  t o  d e n y ,  m i t i g a t e ,  o r  e x c u s e  a sound ( v e r b a l  i n s u l t )  

i s  t o  a d m i t  t h e  a c c u s a t i o n  i s  t r u e *  T h u s ,  when D a v i d ,  a member 

o f  t h e  T h u n d e r b i r d s , a H a r l e m ,  N » Y „ ,  gang whose sp e e c h  Labov  

s t u d i e d ,  h i t s  on a r e a l  f a i l i n g  o f  B o o t s '  s t e p f a t h e r  ( " L e a s t  my
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f a t h e r  d o n ' t  be  up t h e r e  t a l k i n g  u h - u h - u h - u h - u h - u h !"> B o o t s  

r e s p o n d s  t o  i t  and t h e r e b y  c o n c e d e s  i t  t o  be  t r u e , .  <"Uh -  so my 

f a t h e r  t a l k s  s t u t t e r  t a l k ,  w h a t  i t  m ean?")

W i t h i n  t h e  f r a m e w o r k  o f  s o u n d i n g ,  as  e l s e w h e r e  w i t h i n  b l a c k  

c u l t u r e ,  a d e f e n s i v e  p r o t e s t a t i o n  o f  an a c c u s a t i o n  c o m m u n ic a te s  

t o  o t h e r s  t h a t  a v u l n e r a b l e  p a r t  o f  t h e  p e r s o n ' s  p s y c h e  has  

been t o u c h e d ,  l e a d i n g  t o  t h e  p r o v e r b i a l  c o n c l u s i o n  t h a t  t h e  

t r u t h  i n d e e d  h u r t s  (Kochmaxn, 1 9 8 1 s 9 5 - 9 6 ) .

One o f  t h e  most i m p o r t a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  s o u n d in g  and  

o t h e r  s p e e c h  e v e n t s  i s  t h a t  most sounds  a r e  e v a l u a t e d  o v e r t l y  

and i m m e d i a t e l y  by t h e  a u d i e n c e *

The p r i m a r y  mark o f  p o s i t i v e  e v a l u a t i o n  i s  l a u g h t e r *  A 

r e a l l y  s u c c e s s f u l  sound w i l l  be  e v a l u a t e d  by o v e r t  comments*  

A n o t h e r ,  eve n  more f o r c e f u l  mode o f  a p p r o v i n g  sounds  i s  t o  

r e p e a t  t h e  s t r i k i n g  p a r t  o f  t h e  sound o n e s e l f *

N e g a t i v e  r e a c t i o n  t o  sounds  a r e  common and e q u a l l y  o v e r t *

The c u r r e n t  most  f r e q u e n t  i s  " T h a ' s  c h a t t y . 1, "  b u t  sounds  a r e  

a l s o  d i s a p p r o v e d  as  c o r n y ,  weak o r  la m e -

T h e s e  e v a l u a t i v e  r e m a r k s  a r e  ways o f  r e s p o n d i n g  t o  t h e  

o v e r a l l  e f f e c t  o f  a s ou nd .  T h e r e  i s  a l s o  c o n s i d e r a b l e  e x p l i c i t  

d i s c u s s i o n  o f  sounds  t h e m s e l v e s -  I n  t h e  c a s e  o f  a t r a d i t i o n a l  

s o u n d ,  l i k e  a rhymed d o z e n ,  one can o b j e c t  t o  an i m p e r f e c t  

r e n d i  t i  on *

T h e r e  a r e  a l s o  tw o  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  u s e s  o f  soundss 1) r i t u a l  

s o u n d in g  and 2 )  a p p l i e d  s o u n d in g .  In  r i t u a l  s o u n d in g  t h e  

s o u n d in g  i s  done f o r  i t s  own s a k e .  A p p l i e d  s o u n d in g  i n v o l v e s  

t h e  u s e  o f  sounds  f o r  p a r t i c u l a r  p u r p o s e s  i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  o t h e r



v e r b a l  e n c o u n t e r s  ( L a b o v ,  19725 3 2 5 ) .

I n  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t h e  r e c e n t  h o o p l a  s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  c e n s u r e  

o f  Two L i v e  C re w ,  some m e n t io n  i s  i n  o r d e r  o f  t h e  p l a c e  o f  

o b s c e n i t y  i n  t h e  Dozens.,

O b s c e n i t y  d o e s  n o t  p l a y  as  l a r g e  a p a r t  a s  one w o u ld  e x p e c t  

f r o m  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  D o z e n s .  Many sounds  a r e  

o b s c e n e  i n  t h e  f u l l  s e n s e  o f  t h e  w o rd .  The s p e a k e r  u s e s  as  

many "bad"  w o rd s  and im a g e s  a s  p o s s i b l e  -  t h a t  i s ,  s u b j e c t  t o  

t a b o o  and m o ra l  r e p r i m a n d  i n  a d u l t  m i d d l e - c l a s s  s o c i e t y -

Many sou nds  a r e  "good" b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  "bad"  -  b e c a u s e  t h e  

s p e a k e r s  know t h a t  t h e y  w ou ld  a r o u s e  d i s g u s t  and r e v u l s i o n  

among t h o s e  c o m m i t t e d  t o  t h e  "good" s t a n d a r d s  o f  m i d d l e - c l a s s  

s o c i e t y  ( L a b o v ,  1 9 7 2 : 3 2 4 ) .

BLACK ADOLESCENT RITUAL INSULTS ARE CONSCIOUSLY MAINTAINED  

R i t u a l  i n s u l t s  a r e  a p e c u l i a r l y  b l a c k  l a n g u a g e  phenomenon.  

A r i s i n g  o u t  o f  t h e  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  t h i s  a c t i v i t y  e n t e r t a i n s ,  

ro m a n c e s  and e l e v a t e s  some w h i l e ,  a t  l e a s t ,  t r a n s m i t t i n g  a 

s e n s e  o f  b e l o n g i n g  and com m uni ty  t o  t h o s e  q u i c k - w i t t e d  enough  

t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  w i t h o u t  f l i n c h i n g . .  R u l e s  a p p l y  h e r e  th o u g h  

o f t e n  u ns poken  and a 1 ways unwr i 1 1 e n ..

I n  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  i n g r a i n e d  c u l t u r a l  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  D o z e n s ,  

an o p p o s i t i o n  b e t w e e n  r i t u a l  i n s u l t s  and p e r s o n a l  i n s u l t s  

e m e r g e s :  -  a p e r s o n a l  i n s u l t  i s  a n s w e r e d  by a d e n i a l ,  e x c u s e ,  

o r  m i t i g a t i o n ,  w h e r e a s  a sound o r  a r i t u a l  i n s u l t  i s  a n s w e re d  

by l o n g e r ,  a l m o s t  s t a n d a r d i z e d  s e q u e n c e s -

R e s p o n s e s  t o  t h e  Do zens  o r  sou nds  a r e  so a u t o m a t i c  and  

d e e p - s e a t e d  t h a t  we must pres>uppose a w e l l - f o r m e d  c o m p e te n c e  on
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t h e  p a r t  o f  p a r t i c i p a n t s  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  r i t u a l  i n s u l t s  f r o m  

p e r s o n a l  i n s u l t s -  On t h e  f a c e  o f  i t ,  i t  doe s  n o t  seem e a s y  t o  

make t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n . .  I t  i s  a q u e s t i o n ,  among o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  

o f  how s e r i o u s  t h e  a n t a g o n i s t  i s s  d o e s  he  w an t  t o  s t a r t  a 

f i g h t ?  Does he  mean i t ?  A r e  p e o p l e  g o i n g  t o  b e l i e v e  t h i s  i s  

t r u e ?  ( L a b o v ,  1 9 7 2 : 3 3 5 ) .

The d a n g e r  o f  sou nds  b e i n g  m i s i n t e r p r e t e d  as  p e r s o n a l  

r e m a r k s  c a n n o t  be  o v e r s t a t e d ,  h o w e v e r -  T h e r e  i s  d a n g e r  i n  a 

r i t u a l  sound w h ic h  i s  n o t  o b v i o u s l y  u n t r u e -  I n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  

s t r a n g e r s ,  i t  i s  c o n s i d e r a b l y  h a r d e r  t o  s a y  w hat  i s  a s a f e  

s o u n d ,  and t h e r e  a r e  any  number o f  t a b o o s  w h ic h  can be b r o k e n  

w i t h  s e r i o u s  r e s u l t s .

G e n e r a l l y  s p e a k i n g ,  e x t e n d e d  r i t u a 1 s o u n d in g  i s  an i n ~ q r o u p  

p r o c e s s ,  and when s o u n d in g  o c c u r s  a c r o s s  g ro u p  l i n e s ,  i t  i s  

o f t e n  i n t e n d e d  t o  p r o v o k e  a f i g h t  ( L a b o v ,  1 9 7 2 : 3 4 1 ) .

Young b l a c k  p e o p l e  use  t h e  t e r m  " p l a y "  i n  s t a n d a r d  p h r a s e s  

t o  an e x t e n t  t h a t  n e c e s s i t a t e s  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e  word f r o m  

t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  p o i n t  o f  v i e w -  Ex- — "He p l a y s  t o o  much!"

" I ' m  j u s t  " p l a y i n g - "

The c o n c e p t  o f  " p l a y , "  as  i n  v e r b a l  p l a y ,  i m p l i e s  an a b i l i t y  

t o  t e l l  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw e e n  r e a l  and s e r i o u s  and " p l a y - "

F o r  " p l a y "  t o  f u n c t i o n  as  p l a y ,  Roger  Abrahams s a y s  " t h e r e  must  

be a s e n s e  o f  t h r e a t  a r i s i n g  f r o m  t h e  ' r e a l '  and ' s e r i o u s '  

w o r l d  o f  b e h a v i o r - "  To c r e a t e  t h i s  s e n s e  o f  t h r e a t ,  p l a y  must  

a p p r o a c h  t h e  b o r d e r  o f  r e a l ,  give? t h e  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  " f o r  r e a l "  

even  t h o u g h  i t  i s  n o t  (Kochman,  1 9 8 1 : 5 2 ) .

F o r  b l a c k s  t h e  b o u n d a r y  b e tw e e n  w o rd s  and a c t i o n s  i s  c l e a r l y
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m a rk e d -  Loud a b u s i v e  t a l k  can  c o n s t i t u t e  " j u s t  an a r g u m e n t , "  

o r  i f  t h e r e  w e r e  t h r e a t s ,  i n s u l t s  a n d / o r  c h a l l e n g e s  t o  f i g h t ,  

t h e y  m ig h t  be  " w o o f i n g - "  F i g h t i n g  do e s  n o t  b e g i n  u n t i l  someone  

a c t u a l l y  makes a p r o v o c a t i v e  movement  (Kochman,  1 9 8 1 s4 6 ) -  

The most  common s p e c i f i c  v e r b a l i s m  o f  t h e  D o zens  i s  t h e  

s i m p l e  r e t o r t s  "Yo momma!" ( A l s o  "Ask yo  momma!")

P l a y e d  f o r  f u n  o r  v i c i o u s n e s s  and i t  can  be  e i t h e r  t h e  

D o zens  i s  a c o m p e t i t i v e  o r a l  t e s t  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  i n g e n u i t y  and  

v e r b a l  f l u e n c y -  ThE? w i n n e r ,  d e t e r m i n e d  by  t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s  

r e s p o n s e s ,  becomes a c u l t u r e  h e r o  ( S m i t h e r m a n ,  1 9 7 7 s 1 2 8 ) -

A l l  o f  t h e  b l a c k  s p e e c h  a c t s  -• a r g u m e n t ,  w o o f i n g ,  c u r s i n g ,  

s o u n d i n g ,  b o a s t i n g ,  r a p p i n g ,  l o u d  t a l k i n g  — h a v e  a n i m a t i o n  and  

v i t a l i t y  as  k e y  a t t r i b u t e s -  As P a u l  C a r t e r  H a r r i s o n  has  n o t e d ,  

"The  word MUTHAFUKA, h o w e v e r  p r o f a n e ,  owns more f o r c e  t h a n  t h e  

t e n t a t i v e  i n v e c t i v e  o f  GOSH DAMN! when t r y i n g  t o  h a r m o n i z e  t h e  

v i t i a t i n g  e f f e c t s  o f  a d e p r e s s e d  m o d e - " One m ig h t  even  

c o n s i d e r  a n i m a t i o n  and v i t a l i t y  n e c e s s a r y  a t t r i b u t e s  f o r  t h e s e  

sp e ech  a c t s  t o  q u a l i f y  as  b l a c k  (Kochman,  1 9 8 1 : 1 0 7 ) .



CHAPTER S IX  

CONCLUSION

I t  i s  n o t  h a r d  t o  s e e  t h a t  an o n g o in g  l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  r a c i a l  

e n c l a v e  e x i s t s  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y .  F o r  many o f  t h e  r e a s o n s  

c o v e r e d  h ere . ,  as  w e l l  as  t h e  o b v i o u s  - fa c t  t h a t  b l a c k s  a r e  e a s y  

t o  e x c l u d e  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e i r  i d e n t i f y i n g  c o l o r ,  n o t  much h as  

r e a l l y  changed  i n  t e r m s  o f  u n p r e j u d i c e d  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  b l a c k s  

i n t o  A m e r i c a ' s  m a i n s t r e a m .  The d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  co d e  s w i t c h i n g  

i n  b l a c k  sp e e c h  a t t e s t s  t o  t h e  d e g r e e  i n  w h ic h  t h i s  

m a i n s t r e a m i n g  has  a c t u a l l y  t a k e n  p l a c e ,  i n  t h a t  o n l y  a h a n d f u l  

o f  b l a c k s  who a r e  c o n s i d e r e d  m i d d l e  c l a s s ,  p r a c t i c e  i t .

Even i n  t h e  most s o l  i d  w o r k i n g - c l a s s  a r e a s ,  t h e r e  a r e  many 

i s o l a t e d  c h i l d r e n  who g row  up w i t h o u t  b e i n g  members o f  any  

v e r n a c u l a r  p e e r  g ro u p  and a s t e a d i l y  i n c r e a s i n g  number o f  

i  nd i v i  d u a 1 s s p l i t  away f  r  am t h e  v e r n  a c u 1a r  c u l t u r e  i  n t h e  i  r  

a d o l e s c e n t  y e a r s .

The B l a c k  E n g l i s h  v e r n a c u l a r  c u r r e n t l y  r e f e r s  t o  such  

i s o l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s  as  l.arnes^_ To be  la m e  means t o  be o u t s i d e  

o f  t h e  c e n t r a l  group) and i t s  c u l t u r e ; ;  i t  i s  a n e g a t i v e  

c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n „ N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i t  i s  e v i d e n t  t h a t  t h e  lam es  

a r e  b e t t e r  o f f  t h a n  members i n  many w ays .  They  a r e  more open  

t o  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  s t a n d a r d  c u l t u r e ,  and t h e y  can t a k e  

a d v a n t a g e  o f  t h e  p a t h  o f  upward m o b i l i t y  t h r o u g h  e d u c a t i o n ,  i f  

t h e y  a r e  so i n c l i n e d  o r  d r i v e n .  They a r e  l e s s  open t o  s o c i a l
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p r e s s u r e s  t o  - f i g h t ,  t o  s t e a l ,  o r  t a k e  d r u g s  ( L a b o v ,  197 2  s 2 5 8 )  „

O b v i o u s l y  t h e  p o t e n t i a l l y  p i v o t a l  r o l e  o f  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  

s y s te m  c a n n o t  be o v e r s t a t e d , .  I n  s p e a k i n g  o f  t h e  a t t i t u d e  o f  

t e a c h e r s  o f  d e p r i v e d  N e g r o  c h i l d r e n ,  R a lp h  E l l i s o n  s a i d  t h e  

f o l l o w i n g s  "One u s e s  t h e  l a n g u a g e  w h ic h  h e l p s  p r e s e r v e  o n e ' s  

l i f e ,  w h ic h  h e l p s  t o  make one f e e l  a t  p e a c e  i n  t h e  w o r l d ,  and  

w h ic h  s c r e e n s  o u t  t h e  g r e a t e s t  amount o f  ch a o s *  Al_l_ human 

b e i n g s  do t h i s *  And i f  you  h a v e  one body o f  p e o p l e  t h a t  h a v e  

been sewn t o g e t h e r  by a common e x p e r i e n c e . . . a n d  you p l a n t  t h i s  

p e o p l e  i n  a h i g h l y  p r e s s u r i z e d  s i t u a t i o n ,  and i f  t h e y  s u r v i v e ,  

t h e y ' r e  s u r v i v i n g  w i t h  a l l  o f  t h o s e  m o t i v a t i o n s  and w i t h  a l l  o f  

t h e  b a s i c  i n g e n u i t y  w h ic h  any g ro u p  d e v e l o p s  i n  o r d e r  t o  r e m a i n  

a l i  v e . "

I n  e s s e n c e  E l  1 i s o n ' s tw o  p o i n t s  a r e  t h a t ,  f i r s t ,  human 

b e i n g s  c l i n g  t o  t h e  l a n g u a g e  w h ic h  makes i t  p o s s i b l e  f o r  them  

t o  c o n t r o l  c h a o s  and t o  s u r v i v e  i n  t h e  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  w h ic h  t h e y  

f i n d  t h e m s e l v e s 5 a n d ,  s e c o n d ,  t h e  way t o  t e a c h  new f o r m s  o r  

v a r i e t i e s  o r  p a t t e r n s  o f  l a n g u a g e  i s  n o t  t o  a t t e m p t  t o  

e l i m i n a t e  t h e  o l d  f o r m s  b u t  t o  b u i l d  upon them w h i l e  a t  t h e  

same t i m e  v a l u i n g  them  i n  a way w h ic h  i s  c o n s o n a n t  w i t h  t h e  

d e s i r e  f o r  d i g n i t y  w h ic h  i s  i n  each  o f  us ( C r e s w e l l ,  1 9 6 4 s 7 1 ) .

I n  any  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  l a n g u a g e  and e t h n i c  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  i t  

m i g h t  a p p e a r  t h a t  t h e  f o c u s  i s  upon c u l t u r a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n .  

H o w e v e r ,  s h a r i n g  a l a n g u a g e  doe s  n o t  g u a r a n t e e  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  and  

i t  i s  a l s o  c l e a r  t h a t  c u l t u r a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n  c a n n o t  be  

c o n s i d e r e d  w i t h o u t  r e f e r e n c e  t o  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e .

I t  i s  m a i n t a i n e d  t h a t  p e o p l e  w i l l  a l i g n  w i t h  d i f f e r e n t
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g r o u p s  as  a r e s u l t  o f  r a t i o n a l  c h o i c e  w i t h ,  - for e x a m p l e ,  

l a n g u a g e  b e i n g  seen  a s  f a c i l i t a t i n g  o r  b l o c k i n g  a c c e s s  t o  

p a r t i c u l a r  w a n t s ,  g o a l s ,  v a l u e s ,  o r  u t i l i t y  f u n c t i o n s , ,

A l i g n m e n t  o r  n o n - a l i g n m e n t  w i t h  t h e  l a n g u a g e  g ro u p  can be  

seen  f r o m  tw o  p e r s p e c t i v e s , t h a t  o f  m a x i m i z i n g  m a t e r i a l  and  

s o c i a l  g a i n s  on t h e  one h a n d ,  and m i n i m i z i n g  s e c u r i t y  r i s k s  as  

w e l 1 ( W i l l i  am s , i  n 8 i 1e s , 197 9  s 5 7 ) .

A c c o r d i n g  t o  Thomas Kochman, b l a c k s  and w h i t e s  a r e  c a u g h t  up 

i n  a power  s t r u g g l e  i n  w h ic h  t h e  s o c i a l  a c c e p t a b i 1 i t y  o f  b l a c k  

l a n g u a g e  and c u l t u r a l  p a t t e r n s  r e m a i n s  t h e  c e n t r a l  i s s u e *  

C u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  he s a y s ,  a r e  o f t e n  t r e a t e d  s i m p l y  as  an 

i r r i t a n t ,  n o t  o t h e r w i s e  r e c e i v i n g  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  t h e y  d e s e r v e  i n  

t h e m s e l v e s .  As l o n g  as  t h e  s t r u g g l e  o v e r  s o c i a l  p a r i t y  f o r  t h e  

c u l t u r a l  p a t t e r n s  o f  b l a c k s  i s  u n r e s o l v e d ,  i n  a i l  l i k e l i h o o d  

t h i s  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  be  t h e  c a s e  (Kochman,  1981s 160), ,

T h e r e  r e m a i n s  a g e n e r a l  v i e w  o f  b l a c k  s p e e c h  as  a c r u d e  and  

i n a d e q u a t e  i m i t a t i o n  o f  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h  t h a t  c a n n o t  s e r v e  t h e  

c o g n i t i v e ,  e d u c a t i o n a l , s o c i a l ,  o r  o c c u p a t i o n a l  n ee d s  o f  i t s  

u s e r s *

However  c o n g r u e n t  t h e  c r i t i c s  v i e w s  man/ be w i t h  each  o t h e r ,  

and no m a t t e r  how w i d e s p r e a d  t h e i r  acceptances by t h e  

s t a n d a r d - s p e a k i n g  p u b l i c ,  t h e s e  i d e a s  a b o u t  E-iiack E n g l i s h  a r e  

n e v e r t h e l e s s  wrong on most c o u n t s *  W h i l e  m a s t e r y  o f  some fo r m  

o f  s t a n d a r d  may be  an e co n o m ic  a s s e t  t o  many b l a c k  p e o p l e  i n  

t h i s  s o c i e t y ,  o r g a n i z e d  a t t e m p t s  t o  ch a n g e  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  

b l a c k  p e o p l e  h a v e  h a d ,  and w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  h a v e ,  

c o u n t e r - p r o d u c t i v e  r e s u l t s  ( D a n i e l s ,  1 9 8 3 s 1 5 2 ) *
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As l o n g  as  t h e  g e n e r a l  p u b l i c  r e t a i n s  t h o s e  p r e j u d i c e s  

a g a i n s t  b l a c k  p e o p l e  w h ic h  h a v e  i n f e c t e d  t h e  s t u d y  o f  B l a c k  

§Q9-Li!»h jl no s e m i -" S ta n d a r d  we can  t e a c h  them  w i l l  o f f e r  o u r  

s t u d e n t s  much p r o t e c t i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  b i g o t r y  t h e y  may encounter -  

l a t e r  i n  l i f e . .  Nor  w i l l  such  t e a c h i n g  d i m i n i s h  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  

b e t w e e n  b l a c k  and w h i t e  d i a l e c t s  o f  E n g l i s h -  F o r  as  lo n g  as  

t h e  b l a c k  and w h i t e  c o m m u n i t i e s  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  a r e  l a r g e l y  

s e p a r a t e  -- g e o g r a p h i c a l l y ,  s o c i a l l y ,  p o l i t i c a l l y ,  and  

e c o n o m i c a l l y  -  t h e i r  l a n g u a g e s  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  be d i f f e r e n t .  

B l a c k  E n g l i s h  w i l l  n o t  d i s a p p e a r ,  no m a t t e r  w hat  t h e  s c h o o l s  o r  

o t h e r  s o c i a l  i n s i t i u t i o n s  may do t o  e r a d i c a t e  i t ,  t o  m o d i f y  i t ,  

o r  t o  p u n i s h  i t s  u s e r s  ( D a n i e 1s , 1 9 8 3 s i 8 2 - 3 ) „

I n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  s e p a r a t i o n  b e tw e e n  t h e  r a c e s ,  i f  

o u r  p r e s e n t  e c o n o m ic  s i t u a t i o n  c o n t i n u e s  we w i l l  u n d o u b t e d l y  

s e e  more and d e e p e r  r i f t s  d e v e l o p -  The m a j o r i t y  o f  b l a c k s ,  who 

a r e  a l r e a d y  lo w  on t h e  e co n o m ic  s c a l e ,  w i l l  s u r e l y  s l i p  f u r t h e r  

down- I n  an ec o n o m ic  s lu m p ,  when s o c i e t y  b e g i n s  l o o k i n g  f o r  

s c a p e g o a t s ,  i t  w o n ' t  h a v e  t o  l o o k  t o o  f a r .  I n  a t h r e e - y e a r  

s t u d y  by W i l l i a m  L a b o v ,  some f a i r l y  d i r e  p r e d i c t i o n s  w e r e  made 

a b o u t  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  b l a c k / w h i t e  r e l a t i o n s  i n  A m e r i c a .  The  

s t u d y  f  ound t h a t  Eng 1 .i sh spoken  by b I  a c k s  and whi t e s  i  n t h e  

U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i s  b ec om ing  i n c r e a s i n g l y  d i f f e r e n t ,  making  

m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g s  b e tw e e n  t h e  r a c e s  more l i k e l y ,  and a d d in g  t o  

t h e  i s o l a t i o n  o f  t h e  b l a c k  p o o r  i n  o u r  l a r g e  c i t i e s , .  "Our  

r e s u l t s  can  be  see n  a s  s i g n a l s  o f  t h e  d a n g e r o u s  d r i f t  o f  o u r  

s o c i e t  y t  owar d a p e r  man en t  d i  v i  s i  on b e t  ween b 1 ac k an d wh i  t  e ”

< L a b o v ,  1986) . .
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APPENDIX A 

A LEXICON OF LOCAL SLANG

L a n g u a g e  a s  a p o s s e s s i o n ?

The f o l l o w i n g  l e x i c o n  o f  l o c a l  F l i n t  a r e a  s l a n g  was c o l l e c t e d  
o v e r  a f o u r  y e a r  span and i s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e  c h a n g i n g
e v o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  " t a l k . 11 As a t e a c h e r  o f  c o m m u n ic a t io n  i n  an
i n n e r  c i t y  a l t e r n a t i v e  e d u c a t i o n  p r o g r a m ,  I  r e g u l a r l y  a s s i g n  a 
s t u d e n t - g e n e r a t e d  l i s t  o f  s l a n g  w ords  w h ic h  i s  t h e n  t r a n s l a t e d  
t o  S t a n d a r d  E n g l i s h -  I t  i s  t h i s  a s s ig n m e n t  f ro m  w h ic h  t h i s  
l i s t  was g l e a n e d -  Some t h i n g s  s t a y  t h e  same -- many ch a n g e  and  
many d i f f e r e n t  p h r a s e s  o r  w ords  a r e  o f t e n  a p p l i e d  t o  t h e  same  
t h i n g  d e p e n d i n g  on t h e  d e g r e e  i n t e n d e d -

£*LOl.t -atlLt up "  No; d o e s n ' t  m a t t e r
B u c k e t  -  O ld  c a r
Bump -  M u s ic  ( l o u d >5 p i e c e  o f  c r a c k  c o c a i n e  
Bow l . ’ -  C r a c k  c o c a i n e  p i p e  
Bud — M a r i j u a n a
BLowed H ig h  on d r u g s  o r  a l c o h o l
§ 1 0  c h e e s e  -  B ig  b e h in d
B ust  t h e  move -  L e a v e
Brew — B e e r
ifo^sLnJ. -  N ice?  c o o l
BgySj. The  -  P o l i c e
B e n t  -  I n t o x i c a t e d
Bgunci_nq -  Leaned  back  i n  a c a r  w i t h  m us ic  on 
Beaming up Sco;ht. ie -  Smoking c r a c k  c o c a i n e  
B u z z i n g  -  H ig h  on d r u g s
B r im  -  Fiat
Booming -  M ak in g  money s e l l i n g  d r u g s
B o u l jde rs  -  Rocks o f  c r a c k  c o c a i n e  
Buj§ted -  C a u g h t  d o i n g  s o m e t h in g  wrong  
B r e a k  i t  down — E x p l a i n
ULLLQQ C o p y in g
C l_ o c k in d g l_ l . . - § r s  -  M ak in g  money 
C h i L i  o u t  — Calm down? r e l a x
£ h & t t y  -  Fake? u n r e a l ?  b o r i n g
C r i b  -  Home
OLown you? ~ B e a t  you u p !
Crew -  F r i e n d s
jQ^tch a c a s e  -  G e t  i n  t r o u b l e  
C h r o n i c  “  Drug a d d i c t e d
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C u t  -  
Cap 
Cab 1 g
EQGLd I  
Dogg 
Di.Bg 
Doyb l.e  
Dr ap i  n 
D e f ' -
l i .9b.jt  ksfLl  
F iv e - -0

Home
S h o o t  someone  

F a t  r§old c h a i n  
£Q).!X®S.t L e g i  t  i  mate? t r u t h f u l

Man
P u t  down5 d e v a l u e  

Rs — C o c a i n e  and m a r i j u a n a  m ix ed
W e a r in g  1o t s  o f  g o l d  c h a i n s / j e w e 1r y  

Good? s h a r p
0 1 de En g1 i s h  BOO b e e r  

P o l i  ce  
I  *m5000 G ~ I'm finished 

E£<=sb &§■§.£ ■" Mice clothes
EOi-sb ■" Nice^ cute? smooth 
ELy&ting ™ High on marijuana 
EynEy “  Nice
E C ^ k y  i l .  y e  B r i g h t  p a t t e r n e d ?  e y e - c a t c h i  ng
F r .g n t ;m g  -  C h a l l e n g i n g ?  e m b a r r a s s i n g  p u b l i c l y
EL§?CL£! ~ P e r s o n  a d d i c t e d  t o  c r a c k  c o c a i n e
F r y e n d L y  -  O v e r l y  n i c e ?  s o f t
F o r t y  <401 ” B eer
E L e x i n g  — H a v in g  sex
Fl_at g u t ?  -  R e a l l y ?

n a s t y  -  V e r y  s e x u a l l y  a c t i v e  
cs — G i r l s  ( n e g a t i v e  c o n n o t a t i o n )  
on — H i t

“  Become u n c o n s c i o u s  
— T r i c k ,  f o o l

-  H ig h  on d r u g s  
Gun

t h e  r i d e  — D r i v i n g  a c a r  
gai .d  -  E a r n i n g  money

-  D anc ing? p a r t y i n g
— Car  

homiMe -  F r i e n d  ( m a le )
F r  i  en d ( f  e m a Ie  >

N e i  ghb o rh o o d
Commun i  c a t e  ? t  a 1 k 

P o l  i c e
~ Broke? no money

9Q t h a t  o t h a  . leve l .  -  P a s t  t h a t  s t a g e  
~ A c t i n g  s t r a n g e  o r  s i l l y

-  P e s t e r  i  ng ? b o t h e r  i  ng

E r e a  
£ r  ea  
E y r e  
F a lT  
Garik ~ 
G eeked  
G at
Gr ip g i.n  
G e t t in g  
Gi_ggin J_ 
H g g p t v  
Homeboyx  
Hgmeg i r 1 
Hood -  
H o l l e r  
Hook 
H u r t  in J
lL r~ § lI 
1 L I  Los
JgckLnJ 
Joi.n t  
Jammi_e 
J u ic e d  
Jumg.^
J a y  *
J u k e  
Jam 
J a n k y  
E y c k s  
Kn o t

The

J a i l
Gun
K i 1 1 ed 
— A s o c i a l o 1 ub

Punch  
Fake? t r i c k  

Song? m us ic
U g l y ,  o u t  o f  s t y l e  
Shoes

L a r g e  r o l l  o f  money ( b i l l s )



Knock -  F i g h t
Ki_C;k t o  t h e  c u r b  — G e t  away -from me
L e t  you t e l l .  i t j _  — Y o u ' r e  l y i n g
Lam gin  J_ — R e l a x i n g
!s9£fJL§ "" P o l i c e
d § :£ k iQ l  — T a l k i n g  t o  a g i r l
Mugg — P e r s o n
NsLek dad d y  -  T e l l i n g  a g i r l  w hat  t o  do
N o t hal_£ s t e p p i n g  ““ N e v e r  been  b e a t
Nz_du_b ~ N o r t h w e s t e r n  H i g h  S c h o o l
Q id  m is s  — M o th e r
Q-Ld d u d e  -  F a t h e r
0£d  b i r d  -  M o th e r
Out  t h e r e  bad -  D o in g  wrong
On a mis.Bi.on -  H a v in g  some p r i v a t e  b u s i n e s s  

t h i s  -  L i s t e n
”  Gang:; g ro u p  o f  - f r i e n d s  

P§.OziMn “ P o l i c e
E® LB. ®t  r a t £ n g  -  F a k i n g  
Push i t  t o  me -  G i v e  i t  t o  me 
PC.9ia.-i ““ R e c o g n i t i o n
P ^ Y l n l  o f f  ”  H a v in g  an o d o r  
B e lL iO .1  ~ S e l l i n g  d r u g s
Rock -  Bed? p i e c e  o f  c r a c k  c o c a i n e
R i d e  — A u t o m o b i l e
O ^ k i Q i  G o ing  w i t h  someone -for t h e i r  money o n l y
Sgg? -  R e a l l y ?  I s  t h a t  so?
S g u a re  -  C i g a r e t t e
B^£k — C ra c k  c o c a in e
S t r a i g h t  -  F in e ?  ok
S w e a t in g  me -- F o l lo w i n g  me
S e t  -  M e e t i n g  p la c e ?  h a n g o u t ,  u s u a l l y  t h e  s t r e e t .
Swass — L o o k in g  good
S e d i t t y  -  A c t  h a u g h t y
S p r a y e d  -  S h o t
S k e e z e r s  -- G i r l s
SO.^B.Si.Dl “  L o s i n g  o n e ' s  t e m p e r
Ib.i.C^YzL.!a.iCd i 3 3 r d £  ~ N e v e r
T h r e a d s  -  C l o t h e s
IC iPSLD.1  ~ S t r a n g e
IC iS E L O S  o u t  ~ A c t i n g  s i l l y
I t lCow down -- F i g h t
V § £ p r s  B e in g  e n v i o u s
Word -  F o r  r e a l ? ?  I  a g r e e
W asted  -  D runk
Weed -  M a r i j u a n a
What up? -  He1 1 o
W i l d  thi_ng — Sex
Yo He! I  o
You on? ~ Do you h a v e  any d r u g s ?

Use o f  n e g a t i v e  t e r m s  t o  e x p r e s s  p o s i t i v e  v a l u e s  o c c u r r e d  i n  
West A f r i c a n  l a n g u a g e s  and a p p e a r s  t o d a y  i n  t h e  s t r e e t  o r  j i v e

—y/  o



t a l k  o f  young b l a c k  A m e r i c a n s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r . ,  Words common t o  
o t h e r  d i a l e c t s  o f  E n g l i s h ,  such  a s  BANJO, TOTE ( f o r  " c a r r y " ) ,  
OKAY, JAZZ and JAM ( a s  i n  jam  s e s s i o n ) ,  a r e  a l s o  p o s i t e d  as  
b e i n g  o f  West  A f r i c a n  o r i g i n ,  th o u g h  t h e r e  a r e  d e b a t e s  
s u r r o u n d i n g  each  o f  t h e s e  i t e m s .

Somewhat l e s s  d e b a t e d  i s  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  p a r t i c u l a r  sp e e c h  
e v e n t s  o r  s t y l e s  o f  t a l k i n g  d e v e l o p e d  by b l a c k s  h a v e  had on t h e  
t a l k  o f  young a d u l t s  u s i n g  a l m o s t  any  d i a l e c t  o f  E n g l i s h .
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APPENDIX B

RAP FROM THE STREETS

by A c e , a .. k . a - A . B » 
F l i n t ,  M I .  -  .1.990

I

I ' m maki ng mi 11 i  on s and b i 1 1 i o n s  
B u t  you  can  j u s t  c a l l  i t  cash.,

C r e m a te  y o u r  body t o  d u s t ,
And r i p  y o u r  bon es  i n t o  hash.,

S t o n e  m a c k i n '  my money,
H a rd  b r e a k i n g  t h e  b r i d g e ,

T h i s  i s  an a v a l a n c h e  t a i l i n g  
O ver  D e v i l ' s  R i d g e .

You w ant  t o  b a t t l e  t h e  b o s s ,
A n o t h e r  s u c k e r  i s  t o s s e d .

Go c h e c k  y o u r  d a t a  b a n k ,
You l o s e ,  whose i n f o r m a t i o n  was f a l s e .  

I t  was y o u r s  f o r  t r y i n g  t o  t a k e  o u t  
The u n d e r t a k e r •

I ' m  n o t  a k n u c k l e - c r a c k i n g  n i g g e r ,
I ' m  a b a c k  b r e a k e r , .

Bo when you s e e  me, f l e e ,
Or y o u ' l l  be fo u n d  i n  t h e  s t r e e t .

N o t  b l e e d i n g  f r o m  a b u l l e t ,
J u s t  b r u t a l l y  b e a t .

I  was bound t o  t h r o w  down 
And w i t h  t h e  q u i c k n e s s  I  k i l l ,

Got  a s t e a d y  s e t t i n '  p a c e ,
A lw a y s  w i l l i n g  t o  i l l .

Was A . B .  a h a r d  r o c k e r ,
N o r t h  s i d e  F l i n t  t o w n 5 

On t h e  w h e e l s  w i l l  be  my D . J . ,
J u s t  p l a i n  lo w  down.



I I

H e l l  r a i s i n g ,  n o t  g r a z a b ' l e ,
H i g h l y  un f a z  a h 1 e ,
S t a n d  l i k e  t h e  L o rd
And my c l o u d  r e a d s  p r a i s a b l e .
W e ' r e  a f o r c e ,  t e l l  y o u r  s o u r c e ,
The o t h e r  c r e w s  we w r e c k ,
AFO i s  t o t a l  ch a o s  i n  f u l l  e f f e c t . .
H i p  hop w o n ' t  jump u n t i l  my p o s s e  s t a r t ,  
And i f  you l e a p  l i k e  a s l o b ,
You d i e  i n  t h e  d a r k -
You u n d e r s t a n d  w hat  I ' m  s a y i n g ?
D i s p l a y i n g  my rhyme?,
K i c k i n g  b e a t  a f t e r  b e a t ,
R o c k in g  a l l  o f  t  i  me..
I ' m  h a t e f u l  and h i d e o u s ,
Y e t  I ' m  d r e a d f u l  i n  b l a c k s  
A l l  t h e  f e l l a s  i s  j e a l o u s  
C ause  o f  t h e  d o l l a r s  1 s t a c k .
The t r e m e n d o u s  e x c l u s i v e  b e a t  
To b l e n d  w i t h  t h e  r e c i p e  
I s  d a n g e r o u s  and d e a d l y  
So you d o n ' t  w an t  t o  mess w i t h  me.
T h i s  demon i s  d e v i o u s ,
T a k i n g  o v e r  y o u r  s o u l ,
S h o o t  you dead  i n  t h e  back  
And p u t  y o u r  b l o o d  i n  a b o w l .
T h i s  i s  a message i n t e r p r e t a t e d ,
Too h a r d  t o  be p e n e t r a t e d ,
You b i  t e r s  o f  wr i  t e r s  
Dr s u c k e r  MCs d i s i n t e g r a t e d ,
I ' m  d e a d l y  a s  deep s l e e p  and  
W a t c h i n g  you w eep ,  C r e e p .
The g i r l i e s  keep on s c r e a m in g  
J u s t  t o  g e t  a  sne ak  p e e k .
So t h e  v i l l a i n  j u s t  c h i l l s ,
T u rn  y o u r  back  and I  k i l l .
No one r o l l i n g  t h e  s e t ,
Ace i s  r u l i n g  t h e  h i l l .
Your  mind i s  c o m p l i c a t e d  
And you d o n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d ,
B u t  y o u ' r e  w a k in g  i n  t h e  sand  
Df a dead  m a n 's  land. .
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I l l
( C o n t i n u a t i o n  o f  r a p  a p p e a r i n g  i n  C h a p t e r  3 o f  t h i s  s t u d y >

S l a v e d  -from t h e  s l a u g h t e r  h o u s e ,
B r o u g h t  up w i t h  t h e  M a f i a ,
S t r u c k ,  d e s t r u c t ,  r e d e s t r u c t ,
T h e r e ' s  no s t o p p i n g  y a .
The d i s t a n c e  o f  o r i g i n  t o  a p o i n t  
Where t h e  g r a p h s  c r o s s ,
S t a r t  smo k i  n g , n e v e r  s t o p p  i  n ' ,
P l a y e d  a r o u n d ,  now you d i e ,  Boss .
U t t e r l y  d e f e a t e d  t o  a p o i n t  w h ic h  
You sh i  v e r  f  i  r  s t ,
P I a y e d  wi t h , t o r t u r e d , t e a s e d ,
T i l l  y o u r  body  b u r s t .
B l e e d i n g  f r o m  t h e  b r a i n ,
N e v e r ,  e v e r  t o  p l a y  a g a i n .
W i s h i n g  i t  was i n s t a n t ,
Now you s l o w l y  s h a l l  d i e  i n  p a i n .
You r e f u s e d  t h e  r u l e s  
On t h i s  g r o u n d  he c r e a t e d ,
So you l o s t  y o u r  l i f e  
When t h e  d i c e  s e p a r a t e d .
Now you f e e l  t h e  f o r c e  o f  t h e  b l a s t ,
See t h e  f i r e .
Once i t ' s  s e t ,  i t ' s  w e t
And t h e  d r i p  makes i t  h i g h e r .
One s i g h t  t o  see?
As you s t a r e  t o  t h e  s t a r ,
Soon s e l f  d e s t r u c t i o n  
B e g in s  t h e  new w a r .
So t h e  c r y  g e t s  - lou der  
And we t a k e  o u r  s t a n d ,
On t h i s  f i e l d  w h ic h  we k i l l e d  
F o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  t h e  o t h e r  man.
Now t h e  b r o t h e r  i s  b r a i n  washed  
And t h i s  b e g i n s  s l a v e r y ,
You y e l l  you w an t  a w a r d s  
I n  y o u r  a c t  am ongst  b r a v e r y .
So we s a y  " P e a c e "  i n  o u r  s t r i k e  
F o r  t h e  b r o t h e r  m an ,
B ut  one b i g  b o m b 's  i n  t h e  mind  
Of t h e  o t h e r  man.
As you  say  "No" when you go  
F o r  t h e  k i l o ,
I  p u t  you t o  s l e e p
Once I  c r e e p  l i k e  a w idow .
I ' m  a m a n - k i l l e r ,  body bag b u i l d e r ,
T i p s y  o f f  t h e  E i g h t  
Cause t h e  c re w  h a t e  M i l l e r .
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