John R. Rickford & Russell J. Rickford, Spoken Soul, Ch. 4 “Writers,” Final draft, 1/10/02, p. 1

From SPOKEN SOUL by John Russell Rickford and Russell John Rickford.  NY:  John Wiley, 2000. 

[Note:  This version may differ from the published version in minor ways. Intended for use by L73 students only.]

Chapter 2

Spoken Soul in Spirited Use: Writers

Perhaps the proper measure of a writer’s talent is skill in rendering everyday speech—when it is appropriate to the story—as well as the ability to tap, to exploit, the beauty, poetry and wisdom it contains.  “If you say what’s on your mind in the language that comes to you from your parents and your street and your friends, you’ll probably say something beautiful.” Grace Paley [American writer, b. 1922] tells this, she says, to her students at the beginning of every writing course.

Paule Marshall, “The making of a writer:  From the poets in the kitchen.”

Whereas black writers most certainly revise texts in the Western tradition, they often seek to do so “authentically,” “with a black difference, a compelling sense of difference based on the black vernacular.  Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 1988.

Those who fell all over themselves denying or denouncing Spoken Soul during the Ebonics controversy either missed or forgot the cadences and capabilities with which the vernacular is used in the everyday speech of many African Americans, and the way its “beauty, poetry and wisdom” have been tapped by Black and White authors for more than two hundred years.  In this chapter, and in the next two chapters, we will attempt to document the spirited use of Spoken Soul by writers and storytellers, by preachers and pray-ers, by comedians and actors, by singers and rappers and ordinary folk. 

The earliest representations of Black speech in literature occur in the works of White writers, beginning with 18th century travel books and colonial plays and novels.  Stephen Leacock’s play, The Fall of British Tyranny; Or, American Liberty Triumphant, was published in 1776, the year the Revolutionary War broke out.  In the following excerpt, “Cudjo,” who has escaped from American slavery, is being interviewed by “Kidnapper” on a ship as he and other escapees seek to enlist in the British Navy:

Kidnapper:  Very well, did you all run away from your masters?

Cudjo:   Eas, massa Lord, eb’ry one, me too.

Kidnapper:  That’s clever; they have no right to make you slaves.  I wish all the Negroes would do the same, I’ll make ‘em free—what part did you come from?

Cudjo:  Disse brack man, disse one, disse one, disse one, come from Hamton, disse one, disse one, disse one, come from Nawfok, me come from Nawfok too.

Kidnapper:  Very well, what was your master’s name?

Cudjo:  Me massa name Cunney Tomsee.

Derived from the West African day name for a male born on Monday, "Cudjo" was a common name for a Black man during the colonial period.  Cudjo’s language includes several features that are either rare or non-existent in the speech of African Americans today, such as the use of the verb come for past tense (instead of “came”), and the appearance of me as subject and possessive pronouns (instead of “I” and “my” respectively).  These patterns are more frequently found today in Caribbean Creole English.


From the 1700s to the present, a legion of White writers put African American vernacular of one variety or another in the mouths of their Black characters.  Included were some of the most prominent names in American literature, such as Edgar Allan Poe (“The Gold Bug,” 1843), Herman Melville (Fleece’s speech in Moby Dick, 1851), Harriet Beecher Stowe (Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 1851-52), Joel Chandler Harris (Uncle Remus, 1880), Thomas Nelson Page (In Ole Virginia, 1887), Mark Twain (Jim’s Missouri Black dialect in Huckleberry Finn, 1885), Thomas Dixon (The Clansman, 1905), Margaret Mitchell (Gone With the Wind, 1936), and William Faulkner (Go Down, Moses, 1942). Some of these renditions (such as Faulkner’s) have been praised for their authenticity and imaginativeness.  Others (such as Page’s) have been severely criticized—and continue to be criticized today—for their stereotypical representations of African Americans.  We will return to the work of Harris and Page later in this chapter, because reaction to them helps to explain some of the hypersensitivity to Black dialect that has shaped literature and criticism in the last 100 years.  But our focus will be on the use of Spoken Soul by Black writers, who have deployed the idiom for a broader spectrum of purposes and in a wider array of genres (including poetry, the paramount genre of self-expression). 


As we consider Black writers, we might begin with the question: What makes a book Black?  Not just Black enough for a slot on the bookstore's "African American Interest" shelf, but so organically Black that it bears witness to a staggering sum of experiences.  How does the Black author articulate his or her empathy toward these experiences?  How does he or she express the marriage of suffering and celebration that binds one African American to the next?  What narrative style speaks from the collective soul, amplifying the race's unique pulses and leaving its men and women wondering why they hadn't heard their own splendor until just then? 


In our struggle to come up with a response, we would do well to borrow Stephen E.  Henderson's notes.  Speaking of Black poetry, but in terms which could apply to all Black literature, Henderson, the late Howard University theorist and a leading spokesman for the Black Arts Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, observed that:  “Whenever Black poetry is most distinctly and effectively Black, it derives its form from two basic sources:  Black speech and Black music.”  In reference to Black speech, he went on to say:

Poets use Black speech forms consciously because they know that Black people—the mass of us—do not talk like white people.  They know that despite the lies and distortions of the minstrels . . . there is a complex and rich and powerful and subtle linguistic heritage whose resources have scarcely been touched that they draw upon.  . . .  For there is this tradition of beautiful talk with us—this tradition of saying things beautifully even if they are ugly things.  We say them in a way which takes language down to the deepest common level of our experience while hinting still at things to come.  White people and many academicians call this usage slang and dialect; Black people call it Soul Talk. 


Charles W. Chesnutt and Alice Walker could have hung with Henderson.  Those two, along with a host of Black poets, fiction writers, and playwrights spanning more than a century and a half, put this "rich and powerful and subtle linguistic heritage" in the mouths of their characters, and sometimes in their narrative text, sculpting a voice that was--in linguistic and often emotional terms--distinctively Black.  Of course, on the question of where and how the vernacular should appear, the top thinkers in America's Black academy rarely harmonized, clashing anew in nearly every decade.  And every writer who used the vernacular also used standard or mainstream English.  Nevertheless, almost all leading Black writers have exploited or embraced the vernacular at one point or another.

The soul is their witness.  Characters with names like Tea Cake, Shine, Simple and Bigger were soul-generated in the vernacular tradition.  Not unlike many real life dialect-speakers, they tended to hail from the working class and to be less "colleged" than the gentry with whom they sometimes shared plot and page.  They were heroes and antiheroes, noble or wretched types who, depending on which critics you cared to listen to, shuffled or strode and backpedaled or advanced on race matters.  And they turned up at every terminal in the convoy of Black American literature.  But why did Black writers use the dialect when doing so sometimes meant catching more hell than kudos from critics? 


For many, it was to try and express every timbre of emotion while following the true-to-life script of the Black playground and pulpit, talking with this evocative tongue, this language that plugs into a labyrinth of emotions.  Through the years, the caravan of Black storytellers who spun yarns with the vernacular did so because they acknowledged, publicly or privately, that "homely" speech patterns carried currency within their community, within American fiction, and even, at times, within the fickle arena of American popular culture.  As we will see, their use of this currency was motivated by the overlapping considerations of Audience, Authenticity and Attitude.  


Audience

When whites heard the Negroes singing religious songs, they were pleased that the slaves were absorbing the message of Christianity they were being taught.  There was no suspicion that the slaves could be plotting to escape to the North when they sang "Steal Away to Jesus," or to board the "freedom train" when they sang "Bound for Glory," or were considering the possibility of returning to Africa when they sang "Deep River, My Home is Over Jordan. 
   Sylvia Wallace Holton, Down Home and Uptown 

There was a moment, in time, and in this place, when my brother, my mother, or my father, or my sister, had to convey to me, for example, the danger in which I was standing from the white man standing just behind me, and to convey this with a speed and in a language, that the white man could not possibly understand, and that, indeed, he cannot understand, until today.  James Baldwin, “If Black English Isn't a Language, 

Then Tell Me, What Is?”


For Black writers who wished to zero in on their community, Spoken Soul offered a conceptual code that many whites simply could not penetrate.  Falling back on an old African American survival strategy, such writers packaged their work in distinctly Afro styles, thereby establishing the principal group they wished to engage--to "conversate" with.  Now, Black writers have mortgages, and certainly want their work to be read and bought by as broad an audience as possible.  As we know, the most widely read artists of any ilk use culturally specific material to illustrate universal truths.  But the most masterful African American writers of the dialect tradition kept soul people foremost in their minds, and slipped them exclusive messages in their prose. 

Sterling A. Brown (1901-1989) was among them.  A pioneering folk poet who produced verse, criticism and anthologies primarily in the 1930's and 1940's, Brown homed in on his audience by borrowing the characteristics of the blues.  Often, for instance, he would repeat the initial line of the stanza--a definitive blues feature.  But Brown also adopted blues themes, giving hard life a cathartic treatment through the secular celebration of the melancholy.  His pieces crackled with the condition of long labor, the surety of low luck, the promise of death and the burden of racism as told by strong iron-forged men.  His use of dialect in Southern Road (1932) drew praise from James Weldon Johnson, who was generally critical of the dialect in literature. Johnson said that Southern Road led him to “reevaluate the place of ‘the common, racy, living speech of the Negro’ in literature.”  In the following verse from the title piece in that collection, a chain-gang prisoner emits a “hunh!” with every swing of his hammer: 

White man tells me--hunh--

Damn yo' soul;

White man tells me--hunh--

Damn yo' soul;

Got no need, bebby,

To be tole. 


Audiences of the time—African Americans in particular--would have been familiar with the Jim Crow policy of condemning Black men to a life of servitude in chain-gangs on trivial or trumped up-charges, and would have understood the prisoner’s bitterness.  When you already know damn well that your family's poor, splintered and Black, that the Chain gang will “nevah—hunh—Let me go” and that you’re a “Po’ los’ boy” (revelations from the poem's other verses), verbal confirmation of your condemnation is unnecessary.  The poem's gritty qualities are derived in part from the fact that, with the exception of bebby  (directed at himself and/or at a fellow prisoner), the speaker’s words are all short, forceful and single-syllabled, befitting a man engaged in strenuous labor.  And the use of dialect helps the poem in more ways than one; for instance, the absence of the final “d” in tole facilitates its rhyme with the preceding soul.   

On the outside, the poem seems like a bitter acceptance of white contempt. But inwardly, it amounts to an act of rebellion, a curse of white convention.  Bluesmen would not be bluesmen if they did not slyly emancipate the African American spirit with their seemingly straightforward lyrics of heartbreak, liquor, infidelity, crime, backbreak and death.  And Brown would not have been a blues poet if he had shunned the raw language of the blues, with its praise and damnation for life all wrapped up in a bent note.  The "hunh" that punctuates the poem is more than an involuntary accompaniment to the prisoner's physical exertion.  It’s a scoff, a jeer, a private word passed between Brown and his Black reader, a remark that recalls the energetic “hunh” of Black preachers at the height of their sermons and simultaneously takes a jab at the presumptions of white folks.  This duality of outer and inner meaning, of double entendre, is intrinsic to the blues and to African American speech, especially in the sayings of the elders, who have always fought covert battles from society's basement.  It is "a way of saying" familiar to the dispossessed.  Indeed, familiar to those masses magnified by Langston Hughes. 

In his verses, Hughes (1902-1967) cast not the blue-veined but the grubby-palmed, not the Negro socialite but the likes of porters or shoeshines.  Everyday people suited him fine, and his work showed it.  In turn, the masses worshipped the jazz poet (who scraped shoulders with them as a young sailor and a busboy as easily as he did as a scribe) and ultimately granted his lyrics staying power.  Even today, of all the names flung from the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920's, his is still the most familiar to the pedestrian on Martin Luther King, Jr. Avenue, U.S.A. 


A dashing charmer and a prodigious talent, Hughes could talk that talk.  For Black people his volumes still run it all down, from the deferred dreams to the jubilees.  And it wasn't hocus pocus.  Hughes conjured the stuff with an eye that watched the soul of every creature on the streets of the big city.  And a pen that strummed their dialect.  Of course, many of Hughes' most recited pieces, such as "The Negro Speaks of Rivers," were fashioned in standard English.  But he often used the vernacular to bear witness that life for Black masses "ain't been no crystal stair. " In 1920 he penned "Mother to Son," one of his most beloved poems, and a piece that, as an African American journalist recently put it, would simply not feel the same in Standard English:

Well, son, I’ll tell you:

Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.

It’s had tacks in it,

And splinters,

And boards torn up,

And places with no carpet on the floor—

Bare.

But all the time

I’se been a-climbin’ on,

And reachin’ landin’s,

And turnin’ corners,

And sometimes going in the dark

Where there ain’t been no light.

So boy, don’t you turn back.

Don’t you set down on the steps

‘Cause you finds it’s kinder hard.

Don’t you fall now—

For I’se still goin’, honey,

I’se still climbin’,

And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.

As Hughes’ biographer Arnold Rampersad has noted, Hughes’ dialect in this poem “allows a humble black woman—and through her all black women—to speak nobly.”   The overall effect stems from the sustained metaphor of the woman’s upward movement on the stair, despite its tacks and splinters, from the warm conversational tone (“Well, son, I’ll tell you:” “Don’t you fall now—“ “I’se still goin’, honey”) with which she conveys her combination of admonition and encouragement, and from the simple words and phrases (often beginning with “And”) in which her message is framed.  Although the immediate audience of the poem is the speaker's son, Hughes is speaking for all oppressed people who have overcome daunting circumstances, and to their progeny, male and female, who must similarly learn to persevere and triumph.

Unlike many of the dialect writers of the 19th century, Hughes is sparing in his representation of black pronunciation (“climbing” and other “ing” words are represented as climbin’, but “And” is not An’, “with” is not wid, and “boards” is not boa’ds). This makes the poem easier for his readers to follow.  The powerful black vernacular effect comes almost entirely from grammatical features, sparingly and skillfully deployed:  ain’t for “hasn’t,” the double negative (ain’t been no light), and a couple cases of non-standard verb agreement--you finds instead of “you find,” and “I’se” instead of “I’m.”  Unless it represents contemporary usage no longer current, however, the use of “I’se” for “I’ve” may have been a convention of dialect writing rather than an accurate depiction.  We find similar examples in the work of some 19th and early 20th century writers, but this usage is not heard today.  Even the most vernacular African American speaker regularly uses the contracted “I’ve.”


In Black speech, cadence is as crucial to meaning as the words themselves.  The rhythm, inflection and rhetorical style are all part of the makeup of the message; the clues that the speaker provides as to his or her mood and the nature of his or her relationship with the audience.  Such is the case with "Queens of the Universe" (197?), an anthem poet-activist Sonia Sanchez (b. 1934) penned for the sisters: 




        
             i mean like i




got on this bus





            this cracker wuz




driving saw him look/






       sniff a certain




smell and





 turn his head in disgust.




sisters.





that queen of sheba 






         perfume wuz




doooooooing it.





        strong/






     blk/






          smell that it




be. i mean





  it ain't delicate/stuff




sisters.





when u put it on






 u be knowing it on.


For a poem that likens Black womanhood to an overpowering essence, that declares it hip to shun white sensibilities and esthetics, the swaying tempo fits.  One can almost envision the speaker strutting through the bus.  There is no question of the intended audience here, and not just because Sanchez comes right out and addresses the sisters.  It is the peculiar arrangement of the phrases that gives the verse hips.  But it is the extension of the vowel in "doooooooing it" that calls to mind the sing-song intonation of a Black woman in diva mode.  (Recall Don Lee’s use of “wooooooooowe” in “Move Un-Noticed  to Be Noticed:  A Nationhood Poem.)  It is the use of the habitual "be" in "strong/ blk/ smell that it be" that punctuates that strong Black smell, adding a consonant stress exuding more attitude than the phrase's mainstream version, "strong Black smell that it regularly is." With the line, "u be knowing it on," Sanchez make political use of that "be" once again, signaling pride in the tense and in her people.  The versatile "be" is used here as an appendage, almost like an Afro.  But in a deeper sense, it is an affirmation of truths familiar only to those within the double circles of womanhood and Blackness.  It is an acknowledgment of the shared condition of race (as in, "It be's  that way sometimes"), and a deliberate signpost of Blackness (as in, "How you be, sis?").


Sanchez wrote her fair share of poems in the vernacular.  But when it came to Black prose writers, the vernacular was largely restricted to dialogue.  This was true of William Wells Brown, who is credited with authoring the first African American novel (Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter, 1853), and it has been true of virtually all biographers and fiction-writers since, including Claude Brown (b. 1937), the creator of the term, “Spoken Soul.”   In this excerpt from Claude Brown’s autobiographical Manchild in the Promised Land (1965), the author/protagonist’s parents drop “is,” use the double negative, and begin emphatic statements with an inverted “Can’t”—demonstrating that contrary to the media’s misconceptions during the Ebonics controversy, Black vernacular usage is not restricted to teenagers or “gangbangers”: 


Mama started crying more and saying, “He’ll be eleven years old soon, and he gittin’ into that shit already.”

Dad said, “Can’t nothin real bad happen before he gits thirteen or fourteen.”

The tradition of reserving English for narration and Spoken Soul extends even to novels of the 1990s, including the crime fiction of Walter Mosley (b. 1952).  In the following excerpt from Devil in a Blue Dress (1990), the narrator/protagonist comments overtly on the expressiveness of his dialect, but it is a variety marked primarily by a few pronunciation features (smilin’, front’a) and vernacular words (got for “has,” for instance): 

Joppy turned his jagged lips into a frown.  “Naw, he must’a come after my time.”

“Yeah, well, Mouse is a lot like Mr. Albright.  He’s smooth and a natty dresser and he’s smilin’ all the time.  But he always got his business in the front’a his mind, and if you get in the way you might come to no good.”  I always tried to speak proper English in my life, the kind of English they taught in school, but I found over the years that I could only truly express myself in the natural, “uneducated” dialect of my upbringing.

In a few striking cases, however, Black fiction writers have also extended the vernacular to narrative text.  One of the earliest examples is “Tell Martha Not to Moan,” a short story written in 1967 by Sherley Anne Williams’ (b. 1944), which begins like this:

My mamma is a big woman, tall and stout, and men like her cause she soft and fluffy-looking.  When she round them it all smiles and dimples and her mouth be looking like it couldn’t never be fixed to say nothing but darling and honey.  

They see her now, they sho see something different.

Close on Williams’ heels, June Jordan, whose essays have recorded her high regard for “Black English,” wrote the first Black novel entirely in the vernacular (His Own Where, 1971).  As in most twentieth century writing, the vernacular effect is carried by the grammar, including unmarked present and past tense verbs, and invariant be:

First time they come, he simply say, “Come on.”  He tell her they are going not too far away.  She go along not worrying about the heelstrap pinching at her skin, but worrying about the conversation.  Long walks take some talking.  Otherwise it be embarrassing just side by side embarrassing.  

Jordan was criticized by some for her extensive use of the vernacular in this novel, especially since it was intended for young readers. But His Own Where won her a National Book Award nomination.  As Paul Stoller has noted, “Jordan shows us that stigmatized varieties of Black English can be poetic, artistic, and moving in a work of fiction.”  

The autobiographical Brothers and Keepers  (1984), written by John Edgar Wideman (b. 1941), also employs African American English in the narrative text.  But the best known Black novel written entirely in Black vernacular is The Color Purple  (1982), which earned its author, Alice Walker (b. 1944), a Pulitzer Prize.  As with Williams and Jordan and Wideman, the vernacular effect is carried by the grammar, including omitted is, unmarked past tense (die, scream), double negatives (don’t say nothing) and invariant be: 

My mama dead.  She die screaming and cussing.  She scream at me.  She cuss at me.  I'm big.  I can't move fast enough.  By time I git back from the well, the water be warm.  By time I git the tray ready the food be cold.  By time I git all the children ready for school it be dinner time.  He don't say nothing.  He set there by the bed holding her hand an cryin, talking bout don't leave me, don't go.  She ast me bout the first one.  Whose it is? I say God's.  I don't know no other man or what else to say.


The virtually uninterrupted vernacular flow (found in letters the protagonist "Celie" writes to God and a sister) in this novel is particularly effective.  By letting Celie recount her experiences in what Stephen E. Henderson called the "language of feeling," Walker allows her Black readers in particular to develop an emotional kinship with the testimony.  Walker might have reasoned correctly that they who speak dialect think and dream dialect, too.  The rule holds firm in Ntozake Shange's for colored girls who have considered suicide/ when the rainbow is enuf (1975), a "choreopoem" in which the artist's stream of consciousness technique gets a boost from the lexicon (the unique words) of African American English:

i got drunk & cdnt figure out

whose hand waz on my thigh/ but it didn't matter

cuz these cousins martin eddie sammy jerome & bobby

waz my sweethearts alternately since the seventh grade

& everybody knew i always started cryin if somebody actually

tried to take advantage of me


at jacqui's

ulinda mason was stickin her mouth all out

while we tumbled out the buick

eddie jones waz her lickin stick

but i knew how to dance


it got soo hot

vincent ramos puked all in the punch

& harly jumped all in tico's face

cuz he was leavin for the navy in the mornin

hadda kick ass so we'd all remember how bad he waz

seems like sheila and marguerite waz fraid

to get their hair turnin back

so they laid up against the wall

lookin almost sexy

didn't wanna sweat

but me & my fellas




we waz dancin 


In this prose poem turned play, the most obvious evidence of audience is vocabulary.  References to a "lickin stick" (a dance[?] partner), "jumped all in tico's face" (confronted him with the intent of kicking his ass), "their hair turnin back," (the wilting and frizzing of Black women's perms as their flattened natural coil reacts to the shock of dampness), all expose the desire of Shange (b. 1948) to engage a specific in-group.  There is also some “eye-dialect”—spellings like cdn’t and waz which actually don’t convey pronunciations different from “couldn’t” and “was,” but contribute to the impression of vernacular usage. The parlance of Black teenagers relays the narrator's experiences well enough.  But we must not overlook the connotation of the language; the expressed slickness of the joint and the youth trying to be down with the scene and the sexual tension and the violent possibility.  These ideas don't always translate directly into the language of the white prom going on across town.

Authenticity


Authenticity in African American art and life is paramount.  Within hip-hop circles, the mantra is "keepin' it real," but the notion exists anywhere more than one Black person has gathered.  For a people who have been imitated and crossed over and sold out so relentlessly, authenticity is the highly valued sense of what is genuine.  It is a question of privilege and access, the password uttered at the door to all that is soulful.  And it poses an especially daunting challenge for the Black writer.  For if the African American community is to consider a narrative of its experiences legitimate, they must warmly recognize its origins.  Here again, the vernacular can be an invaluable commodity.


It has been observed, after all, that the artist creates most poignantly when he or she taps a wellspring of intimate memories.  Relics from the "oral world" of the African (or African American) child--phrases, axioms, toasts, boasts, tall tales, prayers--thus become ore in the imagination of the grown-up author.  When boring into this source, what bubbles up is often the most organic language; the language the author's mother used when scolding or cooing over him or her.  So Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960), born in Eatonville, Florida, a Black township, must have enjoyed a knowing chuckle when she typed expressions such as these into the pages of her benchmark novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937):

Ah yeah, she's too smart tuh stay round heah.  She figgers we'se jus' uh bunch uh dumb niggers so she think she'll grow horns.  But dat's uh lie.  She'll die butt-headed.


Such sayings might have swirled about Hurston in the household of her girlhood.  They were elementary for her.  Once grown, the accomplished folklorist and anthropologist did not stray from the small town peculiarities and syntax of Black Southern living.  The colloquial style draped her dialogue.  As Henry Louis Gates, Jr. has noted about Zora Neale Hurston and Sterling A. Brown, “two of the truly great minds of ‘the race’”:

Brown’s and Hurston’s reverence for the black vernacular and their use of it as the touchstone for rhetorical excellence provide critical models that I have tried to imitate, even if the critical language that I employ might seem to be a different language.

Elsewhere in Their Eyes, Hurston's sprite heroine Janie--ever refusing to be kept under the heels of men--returns with a wicked tongue an insult her partner Joe Starks has hurled at her:

Naw, Ah ain't no young gal no mo' but den Ah ain't no old woman neither.  Ah reckon Ah looks mah age too.  But Ah'm uh woman every inch of me, and Ah know it.  Dat's a whole lot more'n you kin say.  You big-bellies round here and put out a lot of brag, but 'tain't nothin' to it but yo' big voice.  Humph! Talkin' 'bout me lookin' old! When you pull down yo' britches, you look lak de change uh life.


Besides its deftly-timed delivery of Spoken Soul—conveyed primarily through pronunciation spellings like mo for “more” and Ah for “I” and some “eye dialect” (uh for “a”)--what makes this passage so convincing is its nod to that ancient African American ritual of put-down swapping known variously as sounding, signifying, capping, or snapping.  To play, opponents try and outdo each other in a lavishly styled, highly social, lightning-quick display of verbal prowess and improvisation.  Hurston's characters observe such rituals again and again as they travel from page to page, lending an authoritative voice to the plot and revealing the author's familiarity with Black speech.   


Hurston's love affair with Black speech extended to a passion for Black folk tales.  In many respects the precursors to African American literature, Black folk tales have always achieved their most memorable recital (and conveyed their most profound message) when delivered with the dramatic inflections of dialect.  Without it, folk tales would be husks without a cob.  Daryl Cumber Dance, a leading authority on Black folklore, observed as much in the introduction to her 1978 anthology of Black folklore: 

It is important to note that practically all the jokes included here were delivered in dialect.  Even the most sophisticated joke tellers usually revert to dialect in close company.  Indeed the tales lose much of their flavor in standard English.  As Chapman J. Milling aptly averred, “a Negro story not told in Negro dialect is about as successful as a honeymoon shared by the mother in law.”

Passed on through generations from elders--descendants of African griots who held the wisdom of nations in their mouths--to youngsters, the various genres of African American folklore serve both to entertain and educate.  Decidedly in the entertainment category is this “lie” or tall tale narrated in 1970 by Walter Simmons, the Baptist deacon from Daufuskie Island, South Carolina, whose powerful prayer we feature in chapter 7.  Its Gullah roots are evident in his Creole pronunciations, and in his many grammatical features, including the use of dem for “those” (dem road, dem wedge), the occasional use of um for “it” (“keep um from rollin down”), the use of unstressed been  for “was” or “were” (“dey been about five tousand people been dere”), and the fact that virtually every past tense verb apart from was and had is unmarked (see, grow, roll):

I see a man raise a watermelon once.  Dis watermelon was on a hill, was on de side of a hill, you know, an dey had--just like you gone up on de mountain an had dem road, road on de side of de mountain--it was on de hill, like dat.  An dat watermelon grow so large until dey--he roll it up on de side dere in a low place, an been usin it fuh a BRIDGE!  People useta come by from everywhere to look at dat watermelon.  It was growin so large, until it grow so high until cars couldn't even much go OVUH the bridge!  An dey had to--every two or three days dey had to put another wedge on dde side of um to keep um from rollin down, you know.  An dey been bout five thousan people been dere been lookin at dat melon dat Friday aftanoon.  An one of dem wedge slip out, an dat melon start down de hill.  An when it strike itself in front of dem rock, it break in half, an de water come out of um drowned over five hundred head o’ people.

Walter Simmons is obviously taken with his story, displaying an acute enjoyment in the telling, in the setting up of the drama and in the satisfying culmination.  Note that although this “lie” deals with a watermelon, it has nothing to do with watermelon-eating, the common Black stereotype.  The watermelon is, in fact, merely a stage-prop for the story-teller’s clever exaggerations, piled one on top of another in his dead-pan vernacular as his audience expresses mock amazement and rolls in laughter.  


Intrinsic to the authenticity of many folk tale genres is the dialogue between two or more characters, usually rendered in the vernacular.  A compelling example of this is Children’s Jump Rope rhymes, which often have the call-and-response structure so prevalent in the African American church, in African American music, and in many other aspects of African American performance.  The following extract from a jump rope rhyme, “Aunt Dinah Died,” was recorded in Alcoa, Tennessee.  Note the use of unmarked die for “died,” wear for “wears,” and the omission of is in “where she living” and elsewhere:

CALL: 
Aunt Dinah died.

RESPONSE:
How she die?

CALL:

Oh she die like this (does expression and gesture)

RESPONSE:
Oh, she die like this!

CALL (excited):  Aunt Dinah’s living!

RESPONSE:
Where she living?

ALL (fast):
Oh, she living in place called Tennessee.



She wear short, short dresses up above her knees.



She gon’ shake that shimmy wherever she go.



Hands up, tootsie-tootsie-tootsie-too.



Hands down, tootsie-tootsie-tootsie-too.



Turn around, tootsie-tootsie-tootsie-too.



Touch the ground, tootsie-tootsie-tootsie-too.

(Repeat.)

Of course, drama is the literary area in which dialogue truly reigns supreme, and plays involving African American characters almost seem to demand authenticity in the form of black vernacular conversation. James Baldwin (1924-1987), one of the most clairvoyant American writers of the twentieth century, penned the essays in The Fire Next Time (1963) in artful, incisive Standard English.  But to render the dialogue of African Americans in his novels, short stories and plays, he often chose graceful Black English.  Here is an extract from his 1964 play, Blues For Mister Charlie:

Pete:
Old Papa D. got something on everybody, don't he?
Juanita:
You better believe it.   

Richard: 
He's kind of a Tom, ain't he?

Pete:
Yeah.  He talks about Mister Charlie and he says he's with us--us kids--but he ain't going to do nothing to offend him.  You know, he's still trading with Lyle Britten?

Richard:
Who's Lyle Britten?

Pete:
Peckerwood, owns a store nearby.  And, man, you ain't seen a peckerwood until you've seen Lyle Britten.  Niggers been trading in his store for years, man, I wouldn't be surprised but if the cat was rich--but that man still expects you to step off the sidewalk when he comes along.  So we been getting people to stop buying there.

Juanita:
He shot a colored man a few years back, shot him dead, and wasn't nothing never said, much less done, about it.

In a 1997 Vanity Fair article about the Ebonics controversy, Christopher Chritchens, recalling an essay Baldwin penned in praise of Black English, contended that the writer had defended a “language he didn’t speak,” as “a duty paid to history.”  But the standard English Baldwin commanded in speech and in prose may well have deceived Chritchens.  After all, what's to say Baldwin didn't demonstrate an equally impressive command of the vernacular when he was hanging with his peers?  Indeed, given the fact that Baldwin grew up a poor, black Harlemite, it's a safe bet that he could probably deploy some pretty bad "Jive."  Not even nine years in France (1948-57) could have eroded that competence, which is evident in the vocabulary of the passage (got = “has,” Tom = “Black sell-out,” Mister Charlie and peckerwood = “White man”) as well as in its grammar.  In addition to linguistic features like ain’t and been (used here as an equivalent to ‘have been”) and the double negative (“he ain't going to do nothing”) notice Baldwin's use of the inverted negative in “wasn’t nothing ever said.” (vs. “nothing wasn’t ever said”). 

The vernacular also runs throughout the 1959 play, A Raisin in the Sun, by Lorraine Hansberry (1930-1965).  The masterpiece, awarded the New York Drama Critics Circle Award for Best Play of the year, ran for 538 performances on Broadway--the longest running Broadway production by an African American up to that time.  The opening sentence of the following passage rings as authentically true to the voice of the vernacular today as it did forty years ago, and the grammatical features which follow it (including ain’t, and the absence of “are”) further reinforce this timbre:

Mama:
Now don’t you start, child.  It’s too early in the morning to be talking about money.  It ain’t Christian.

Ruth:  It’s just that he got his heart set on that store—

Mama:
You mean that liquor store that Willie Harris want him to invest in?

Ruth:
Yes—

Mama:
We ain’t no business people, Ruth.  We just plain working folks.

Ruth:
Ain’t nobody business people till they go into business.  . . . 

August Wilson (b. 1945), whose 1986 play, Fences, won four Tony awards and a Pulitzer Prize, has provided some of the most credible depictions of Black characters in American drama. Wilson deploys a whole battery of grammatical vernacular features, including completive done ("they done trumped"), and habitual be ("he be making out"):  

Bono:  
I told Brownie if the man come and ask him any questions  . . . just tell the truth!  It ain’t nothing but something they done trumped up on you cause you filed a complaint on them.

Troy:
Brownie don’t understand nothing.  All I want them to do is change the job description.  Give everybody a chance to drive the truck.  Brownie can’t see that.  He ain’t got much sense.

Bono:  How you figure he be making out with that gal be up at Taylor’s all the time . . . that Alberta girl?

In a January 1999 interview at Stanford with John Rickford, August Wilson explained that while he “really values and respects the way that Black people talk,” when he first tried to write plays in the early 1980s, he thought that “in order to create art out of it you have to change it.”  So he would put high-flown language in the mouths of his characters:  “Terror hangs over the night like a hawk.”  As he put it in a 1998? interview in People magazine, “Back then I didn’t value and respect the way blacks talked—the everyday poetry of the people I’d grown up with.”  But then he changed.  As he told John Rickford:

I was reading a pamphlet by Sekou Toure called “The Artisans and Not the Political Leaders are Representative of the Culture.”  And in that pamphlet he says “Language describes the ideas of the one who speaks it.”  And somehow it’s a very simple and profound statement.  Stayed with me and I began to--to think about it and analyze it:  “Language describes the ideas of one who speaks it.”  So there’s really nothing WRONG with the way that people talk, you know.  That is THEIR language and it’s describing their IDEAS.  So language describing the ideas is kind of a THOUGHT process also; you TALK how you THINK.  And, once I put those two things together, I said “Oh, I see, so, art is WITHIN the language of the people.  You don’t have to change it.”  And so I begin to write, and when I-- before [when] I’d try to write, the characters wouldn’t SOUND RIGHT.  It was stilted, it was stiff, it didn’t work.  Cause I was trying to CHANGE it instead of letting it be its own thing, you know.  So once I decided to just let it be its own thing, then the characters started--started talking, and I was writing it down,  couldn’t shut em up. You know, whereas before I had trouble writing a dialogue but now it was like easy, it flowed because I accepted it.

In response to a question about whether the Spoken Soul patterns in his plays were ones he had learned himself, growing up in Pittsburgh, or ones that he picked up from observation and listening, Wilson went on to say:

it was just in the AIR, you know.  . . . all the people in the neighborhood where I grew up, that’s the way they talked you know.  I spent a large amount of time in Pat’s Cigar Store, Pap’s place, where the elderly men from the neighborhood, you know, would congregate.  And they’d sit around there and they’d talk all kind of stuff and I—I’d stand there and listen to em, you know.  . . . .  An’ uh, so you know there’s a lot of this, that’s the way they talk, you know.  I mean uh:  “Yes, I come up, yeah I come ta Pittsburgh in ‘42.  Come on da B & O Railroad.”  An’ they said ,”No you ain’t!”  “You gon tell me...?!” he said.  “Yeah, hell, yeah, I’m gon tell you too cause B & O railroad didn’ stop in Pittsburgh!  B & O Railroad had four stops an’ it ain’t through heah!” So everybody that come in:  “Ey, ey, ey ey Joe, ey Fillmore, come on, man.  Man talkin, talkin ‘bout how he come up on the B & O Railroad in ‘42.  Stopped at so an’ so an’ so an’ so an’ so an’ so.”  This stuff could go on for like two weeks.  I found that fascinating.

In relation to the Oakland Ebonics controversy, Wilson had this to say:[Put in chap 1?]

I mean these kids come here with--basically that’s the language they hear in their community around them and you’re tellin them they’re WRONG.  So not only are they wrong but their momma’s wrong, their daddy’s wrong,  their neighbor’s wrong, the guy on the street’s wrong, everybody’s wrong, huh?  Strange place to be in the world . . . so that you’re wrong and everybody’s right.  You’re wrong, why?  Because you talk a certain way.  That’s your language. You know.  And it’s not valued and respected.  . . .    Language is one of the most important things you have.  You know, so when you take that away from someone, you’re taking away a lot.  You’re taking away their ability to organize ideas, you’re taking away their ability to recognize heroics , you’re taking away so much, you see.  And there was this old (?) folk saying that they used to say about the Native Americans, it’s like “Kill the Indian and save the child,” you know.  I mean, what what—that’s horrendous.  An’ so, and some of the things that we have had a hold of modern things the English as a second language, and all of these are packed with assaults on language in an effort to destroy the people’s culture.  Culture is, language is culture, culture is transmitted by language.  Without language there’s no culture.  So you see, it’s the most important thing that we have.

Attitude


To trace the origins of some of the widespread condemnation Ebonics received during the 1990s, particularly among African Americans, we must go back more than a century to the minstrel tradition that was popular in America between about 1840 and 1900.  As Sylvia Wallace Holton, professor of English at Federal City College, has noted:

The minstrel show may have originated on the plantation, first as a means of entertainment by the slaves for themselves and later as a more stylized performance for their masters and their guests . . .  Whatever its origin, it developed rapidly into a ritualized three part form performed by white men in black face [using burnt cork] to burlesque the black.  The image of the black man that grew out of the minstrel show, which became confused with reality in the minds of many Americans, was of a carefree entertainer who could sing about jumping Jim Crow . . .

The minstrel tradition was infamous for reinforcing demeaning stereotypes of African American--as comic, childlike, gullible, lazy, and, in the words of Nathan Huggins, “unrestrained in enthusiasm for music--for athletic and rhythmical dance” and “insatiable in . . . bodily appetite.”  These stereotypes were fundamentally conveyed by a highly conventionalized “Negro dialect” used by the minstrel performers, as in this example in which am is used instead of "is"--something that one didn't really hear in Black speech of the time, and still doesn't hear today: 

End: Mr. Cleveland, a fellow was trying to stuff me dat when it am day here it am night in China.

Mid: Well, James, that is true.

End: What makes it true?

Mid: It is caused by the earth rotating on its axis, but--

End: What am an axis?

While Zora Neale Hurston complained in 1934 about the inaccuracy of the dialect depicted in minstrel shows and dialect literature (“If we are to believe the majority of writers of Negro dialect and the burnt-cork artists, Negro speech is a weird thing, full of “ams” and “Ises.” . . .  nowhere can be found the Negro who asks “am it?” nor yet his brother who announces “Ise uh gwinter.” ), the Black lawyer, poet and novelist James Weldon Johnson (1871-1938) voiced in 1933 a more fundamental objection to it, as an instrument so fused to stereotype that it had become a limiting, insurmountable mold:

I got a sudden realization of the artificiality of conventionalized Negro dialect poetry; of its exaggerated geniality, childish optimism, forced comicality, and mawkish sentiment; of its limitation as an instrument of expression to but two emotions, pathos and humor, thereby making every poem either only sad or funny.  I saw that not even Dunbar had been able to break the mold in which dialect poetry had, long before him, been set by representations made of the Negro on the minstrel stage.  I saw that he had cut away much of what was coarse and “niggerish,” and added a deeper tenderness, a higher polish, a more delicate finish; but also I saw that, nevertheless, practically all of his work in dialect fitted into the traditional mold.


African Americans who resented the prominence bestowed upon Ebonics by Oakland’s 1996 resolution may have feared a resurrection of some of the vile stereotypes of the minstrel show and the “Negro dialect” tradition of a century before.  As Ebonics humor revealed (see chapter 4) such fears were not unfounded.

A hundred years ago the sentiment was similar.  James Weldon Johnson noted quite perceptibly that the writer working in the dialect conventions of the time was dominated by his White audience, and that "when he wrote he was expressing what often bore little relation at all, to actual Negro life; that he was really expressing only certain conceptions about Negro life that his audience was willing to accept and ready to enjoy."  He contrasted this “outside group” orientation with the inward orientations of the folk artists:  “the latter, although working in the dialect, sought only to express themselves for themselves, and to their own group.”  [Emphasis in original.] 

Nineteenth century minstrel shows and books containing Black dialect were not only intended mainly for White audiences, they were also dominated by White performers and White writers.  In the vernacular genre of literature, Joel Chandler Harris (1848-1908) and Thomas Nelson Page (1853-1922) were White granddaddies.  Harris concocted the popular Uncle Remus (Uncle Remus: His Songs and His Sayings, 1880), a character who held up all the old stereotypes and who was enormously popular with Whites, including President Teddy Roosevelt.  Uncle Remus became the star of Walt Disney’s 1946 movie, Song of the South, an Oscar-winning box-office hit until it was withdrawn in the 1960’s amid criticism that it perpetuated Black stereotypes.  Remus, a benign plantation figure, recited tales from the African American tradition for the amusement of a seven-year-old White boy.  The first tale in the book opens as follows:

I.

UNCLE REMUS INITIATES THE LITTLE BOY.

One evening recently, the lady whom Uncle Remus calls “Miss Sally” missed her seven-year-old.  Making search for him through the house and through the yard, she heard the sound of voices in the old man’s cabin, and looking through the window, saw the child sitting by Uncle Remus.  His head rested against the old man’s arm, and he was gazing with an expression of the most intense interest into the rough, weather-beaten face, that beamed so kindly upon him.  This is what “Miss Sally” heard:

“Bimeby, one day, arter Brer Fox bin doin’ all dat he could fer ter ketch Brer Rabbit, en Brer Rabbit bin doin’ all he could fer ter keep ‘im fum it, Brer Fox say to hisse’f dat he’d put up a game on Brer Rabbit, en he ain’t mo’n got de wuds out’n his mouf twel Brer Rabbit come a lopin’ up de big road, lookin’ des ez plump, en ez fat, es ez sassy ez a Moggin hoss in a barley-patch.

“ ‘Hol’ on dar, Brer Rabbit,’ sez Brer Fox, sezee.  . . .

Harris has been praised by several generations of scholars for the accuracy of the copiously represented Middle Georgia dialect spoken by Uncle Remus.  The author has also been credited for his folkloric recording of the Brer Rabbit genre of African American folklore, with its roots in the African trickster tradition, and its invaluable survival lessons for slaves and ex-slaves.  But he has also been criticized for his portrayal of Uncle Remus as a doddling, genial throwback to a romanticized period in which Whites owned slaves, plantations prospered, and all was right with the world.  As critic Robert Hemenway has noted, deftly linking the Remus stereotype and his language:

Uncle Remus, an “old time Negro,” reminds Southerners of what was “good” about slavery, becoming a wish-fulfillment fantasy for a populace forced to deal each day with black people considerably less docile than the plantation darky.

Remus’s dialect especially supports this fantasy.  The Standard English used by the author to frame the tales contrasts with the vivid dialect in the stories themselves, suggesting that black language is colorful but ignorant, that black people are picturesque but intellectually limited.  


Thomas Nelson Page published his collection of dialect stories, In Ole Virginia, in 1887, seven years after Uncle Remus first appeared.  Again, Page is usually hailed as an able chronicler of contemporary Eastern Virginia black dialect. But his stories depicted slaves who were contented with their lot and happy to serve their white masters.  In this extract from “Marse Chan,” Sam, an old black man, bemoans the good old plantation days:

“Well, when Marse Chan wuz born, dey wuz de grettes’ doin’s at home you ever did see.  De folks all hed holiday, jes’ like in de Chris’mas.  Ole marster . . . his face fyar shine wid pleasure, and all de folks wuz mighty glad, too, ‘cause dey loved ole marster . . .

The Clansman (1905), by white novelist Thomas Dixon, Jr. (1864-1946), buttressed the stereotype Page and other dialect writers had constructed.  In one scene of the book, which was billed as an "historical romance of the Ku Klux Klan, a former slave reacts violently to a white Northerner’s suggestion that he turn on his "ole marster," exclaiming:  "Den take dat f'um yo' equal, d--m you!  . . .  I'll show you how to treat my ole marster, you low-down slue-footed devil!"

As the early decades of the twentieth century clanged to life, Black intellectuals increasingly expressed intolerance for such portrayals, and began to prod their own writers to combat old school images with a new breed of unapologetic, nationalist rhetoric (laid down in standard English).  Black philosopher and critic Alain Locke (1886-1954), a helmsman of the movement, called in the 1920's for African Americans to shed the worn, sentimental skin they had been assigned in the South and subscribe to the boldly independent and refined Black spirit then developing in Northern cities.  He christened the creature produced by this metamorphosis The New Negro.  For Locke, whose influence among Black intellectuals cannot be overstated, the peddling of dialect by Black authors signaled a backslide to the thinking of yesteryear; a return, essentially, to the sensibilities of the Old Negro beloved by Harris, Page, and Dixon.  Locke once observed that “the soul of the Negro will be discovered in a characteristic way of thinking and in a homely philosophy rather than in a jingling and juggling of broken English,” using words clearly reminiscent of Dunbar’s famous lament about dialect poetry--“The Poet” (reprinted below). 


But other Black writers refused to shun the speech of the Black masses just because outsiders had misrepresented it.  Ever vivacious and perhaps even scandalously outspoken for a woman of her time, Zora Neale Hurston was disgusted by the mere idea, which she said had sprung from the snobbish Negroes she tauntingly dubbed the "Niggerati."  She and Langston Hughes, a contemporary and one-time friend, believed that the dialect best signified the Black proletariat, the common folk whose stories they endeavored to tell truthfully.  In his 1940 autobiography The Big Sea , Hughes squared off with renowned Black critics such as Benjamin Brawley and prominent newspaper reviewers who had skewered his second collection of poetry, Fine Clothes to the Jew,  as "a disgrace to the race, a return to the dialect tradition, and a parading of all our racial defects before the public."  Hughes seemed surprised and hurt by the whipping the publication received at the hands of Black scholars.  After all, weren't the verses true to the roustabouts and the down-and-out Blacks who thronged New York's Lenox Avenue?  To those who would have had him stick to upscale Standard English, which he labeled an "un-Negro tongue," Hughes offered this defense:

Anyway, I didn't know the upper class Negroes well enough to write much about them.  I knew only the people I had grown up with, and they weren't people whose shoes were always shined, who had been to Harvard, or who had heard of Bach.  But they seemed to me good people, too.


Nevertheless, Hughes acknowledged the minstrel legacy.  He understood why Black intellectuals, as he put it, wanted to extend to society the race's "politely polished and cultural foot" and parade "not-funny Negroes" before white spectators.  But it was a compromise he would not make.  Hughes believed that if the Harlem Renaissance was to truly be an incubator for self-examination, for rooting out that which is organically African American, for establishing an aesthetic apart from the whims and history of Europeans, then language--the ultimate conduit of culture--had to be given its due.  


He had allies.  In 1928, a brilliant Jamaican-born poet and novelist by the name of Claude McKay (1889-1948) put out Home to Harlem, the first best-selling book penned by an African American.  McKay is often remembered for his sonnets, such as the militant If We Must Die (1919), which Winston Churchill used to rouse England's war-time patriotism.  That often-quoted poem was delivered in Standard English.  But Home to Harlem --whose title suggests a return to familial and domestic conventions--was loaded with vernacular dialogue.  This was also true of The Walls of Jericho , published in 1928, written by the brilliant Black physician, fiction writer, and musical arranger Rudolph Fisher (1897-1934).   Fisher’s book included a ten-page glossary of “Contemporary Harlemese”  including terms like Boogy (“Negro.  A contraction of Booker T., used only of and by members of the race.”) and Mr. Charlie (“Non-specific designation of "swell" whites.”)


Even before Hughes and Hurston, McKay and Fisher, however, Paul Laurence Dunbar  (1872-1906), the first African American poet of real national prominence and the dean of the early Black dialect writers, had been taking on genuine African American themes in this medium. In "When Malindy Sings" (1895), for instance, the poet chides his master's "missus," whose croak cannot match his mother’s croon:

G'way an' quit dat noise, Miss Lucy --

     Put dat music book away;

What's de use to keep on tryin'?

                         Ef you practise twell you're gray,

You cain't sta't no notes a-flyin'

     Lak de ones dat rants and rings

Fo'm de kitchen to de big woods

     When Malindy sings.



Dunbar received stinging criticism in his time for calling up nostalgic images of slavery in some of his poems (such as “The Deserted Plantation,” in which a former slave laments the ruin of a glorious plantation).  But "When Malindy Sings" does have undercurrents of political awareness.  Though its mood is light, its motive is the poet's admiration for the charms of his mother over those of his missus.  In praising his mother, he testifies not only to her superior vocal chords, but also to her superior graces.  The black woman, regarded by whites during slavery as an animal for breeding and portrayed as indelicate and unattractive long after emancipation, is then elevated over a white woman, the mythical creature Blacks had been programmed to worship as the archetype of femininity and beauty. 

 
Dunbar’s relationship with dialect was a complex affair, though. He was clearly the master of the dialect genre, and stretched to his colossal stature on the shoulders of the idiom.  In his own words, he wrote Black dialect  “as well, if not better, than anybody else,” and his contemporary and disciple James Weldon Johnson agreed, noting that “in these dialect poems he [Dunbar] not only carried his art to the highest point of perfection, but he made a contribution to American literature unlike what any one else had made, a contribution which, perhaps, no one else could have made.”  At the same time, Dunbar was frustrated that while the dialect poetry gained him a hearing, “now they don’t want me to write anything but dialect.”   He was especially frustrated that the many masterful poems he wrote in Standard English (like “Sympathy” and “We wear the mask”) were not accorded the same recognition by white audiences and the literary world as his dialect pieces.  In “The Poet,” he expressed this frustration, deploying the disparaging word (“jingle”) which would be used by other Black writers (like Locke and Johnson) to address dialect poetry

         He sang of ife, serenely sweet,

With, now and then, a deeper note.
  From some high peak, nigh yet remote,

He voiced the world’s absorbing heat.

He sang of love when earth was young,

  And Love, itself, was in his lays.

  But ah, the world it turned to praise

A jingle in a broken tongue.

Dunbar was only one of many Black writers—indeed, one of many Black people--to display a love-hate, attraction-repulsion relation to the Black vernacular.  James Weldon Johnson, whose works include the Black national anthem “Life Every Voice and Sing” (1900) and The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man  (1912) began by writing dialect poems “after the style of Dunbar,”  like the mournful “Sence You Went Away” (1900):

Seems lak to me de stars don't shine so bright,

Seems lak to me de sun done loss his light,

Seems lak to me der's nothin' goin' right,


Sence you went away.

In his preface to the first edition of The Book of American Negro Poetry (1922), Johnson not only praised Dunbar’s dialect poetry, but said more generally that:

. . . it would be a distinct loss if the American Negro poets threw away this quaint and musical folk speech as a medium of expression . . . They are trying to break away from, not Negro dialect itself, but the limitations on Negro dialect imposed by the fixing effects of long convention. 

Here he struck a hopeful note for the future of dialect poetry, drawing a conscious distinction between the merits of the vernacular and the curse placed upon it by the likes of Page, Dixon, and company.  But nine years later, in the anthology's revised 1931 edition, Johnson not only nixed a dialect section entitled "Jingles and Croons” (according to Sterling Brown) but he was extremely pessimistic about the potential of dialect poetry, observing that, “It is now realized both by the poets and by their public that as an instrument for poetry the dialect has only two main stops, humor and pathos.”  In the preface to God's Trombones (1927), a collection of “Negro folk sermons in verse,” Johnson explained why he had once again favored standard English over the vernacular: 

At first thought, Negro dialect would appear to be the precise medium for these old-time sermons: however, as the reader will see, the poems are not written in dialect.  My reason for not using the dialect is double.  First, although the dialect is the exact instrument for voicing certain traditional phases of Negro life, it is, and perhaps by that very exactness, a quite limited instrument.


Dialect, it seems, was a creature with which Johnson grappled or danced.  One moment he would embrace it, unleashing its talents, allowing its cadence to guide his hand.  The next moment he would try and beat it back, albeit grudgingly, offering it pats of admiration all the while.  It was an ambivalent love affair.  

But if Johnson was locked in a push-pull relationship with the dialect, he was not alone.  Seventy years later, Maya Angelou betrayed the same ambivalence.  The renowned African American poet-novelist came across as a foot-stomping foe of vernacular use after the Ebonics controversy erupted in December 1996, testifying that she was "incensed" by the Oakland decision.  (In fairness to her, she appeared to think like almost everyone else that Oakland was preparing to teach Ebonics and do away with English instuction). But in applying the art of the vernacular, she had proven herself just as guilty (or as deft) as Dunbar.  Like many of today's most visible Black writers, Angelou has not only distinguished herself in Standard English, but also in the African American vernacular.  For instance, her poem, “The Pusher,” begins like this:

He bad

O he bad

He make a honky 

poot.  

And “The Thirteens (Black),” a poem that plays on the African American tradition of “The Dozens”--a form of signifying in rhymed verses about one’s relatives—ends like this:

Your cousin's taking smack,

Your Uncle's in the joint,

Your buddy's in the gutter,

Shooting for his point,

The thirteens.  Right On. 

And you, you make me sorry,

You out here by yourself,

I'd call you something dirty,

But there just ain't nothing left,

cept

The thirteens.  Right On. 

In both cases, Maya Angelou effectively uses both vernacular vocabulary  (bad, honky, poot “pass gass,” smack) and grammar (“He Ø bad,” “there just ain’t nothing left”) to convey some of the hard realities of urban life.

Does dialect literature limit or unleash?  The question has framed a central conflict among Black literati for decades.  It is a issue that lives today, still poking a tender spot in the African American psyche.  Although many seemed unable to hide the profound self-consciousness they felt with respect to the vernacular, the writers sampled above called upon the vernacular not merely to serve as a curious adornment, but to capture essential elements of the African American experience, an experience which, from day to day, involves far more than merely pathos or humor.  As we have observed, there was (and is) an array of practical and artistic motives behind the use of the idiom.  But the most accomplished writers in the vernacular understood two rudimentary principles: That message cannot be separated from language, and that Spoken Soul often thrives when and where standard English is left mute.  Those who were tormented by that reality swore up and down that they were limited and offended by the vernacular, but they couldn't fully divorce themselves from it either, making spirited use of it not only in their oral interactions, but in the literature they bequeathed to posterity.


Notes on Chapter 6, “Spoken Soul in Spirited Use:  Writers”

We are grateful to Arnold Rampersad and Meta Duwa Jones for feedback on an earlier version of this chapter. 

The opening epigraph is from Paule Marshall, “From the poets of the kitchen,”  New York Times Book Review Jan.9, 1983, reprinted in The Norton Anthology of African American Literature (General Editors, Henry Louis Gates Jr., and Nellie Y. McKay, N.York;  W.W. Norton, 1997, pp. 2072-2079).  The second epigraph is from Henry Louis Gates, Jr., The Signifying Monkey:  A Theory of Afro-American Literary Criticism (New York and Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1988, p. xxii).  
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