The Dilemma of Black English by Ken Parish Perkins
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A lifelong friend of mine called the other day to shoot the breeze and we began, as we often do, to delve into, dissect, and dispose of subjects large and small with speedy efficiency.
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Before long we’d been transported back to our Chicago enclave, and it wasn’t until my life-in looked on in perplexed horror that I was aware of our slippage into the netherworld of diction and cultural expression.
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He:  “What it be like, brah?”
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Me:  “Just kickin’, ma man.  Wassup in A-Town?”
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He:  “Same-o sam-o, knowwhatI’msayin’?  I gotta wait for some mo’ months before they come through on that promotion.”
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Me:  “So, wassup wit that?  Thought dat was promised.”
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He:  Just another means in keepin’ a brother down, youknowwhatI’msayin’?”

	8
	
My friend Daryl is college-educated with a weighty resume of fine work in banking, and, sure, I know exactly what he’s saying.  Many may not, my loved one included.  She often uses my bilingual services as interpreter when Daryl and I are on one of our verbal rolls, which is almost any time we’re within each other’s space.
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Ours is, to be precise, a black vernacular from the urban section of the Midwest region, a kind of pacing of melodic rhythms weaving speech and expression, where metaphors, similes, and nouns are literally turned into verbs, and the rest is merely tossed in for primitive simplicity.
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I explain this in part to be serious and amusing because the whole issue of “Ebonics,” or “black English,” took center stage a couple of years back when an Oakland, Calif. School board pushed for permission to teach black English not as a cultural dialect but as a genetically based second language equal in stature to ordinary English.  The board figured it was the only way students could academically progress.
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But many African-Americans were insulted.  Criticism mounted, and the resolution crashed and burned.
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Buried under the rubble was a muffled debate about whether critics of “black English” are merely wannabe-white black folk seeking assimilation into the dominant culture.
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Well, such a debate has resurfaced, albeit in the underground railroad of black thought (Internet, radio, black barbershops), conjured by a former basketball player who never would have thought he’d be part of a philosophical discussion on cultural linguistics.
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Surely you now the dude.  Earvin “Magic” Johnson.  A former college b-baller who bolted out of Michigan State University early for NBA riches.  
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A businessman and millionaire many times over, Johnson is also a brother from around the way and speaks that language accordingly.  After harsh, though relatively quiet, criticism of his language skills during a brief stint as a sports commentator, Johnson knew he had to be better prepared for his latest battle.
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He has been dutifully taking speech and diction lessons to better communicate with his interviewees, his live audience, and the viewers his show desperately needs to survive in the competitive late-night arena.
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Of course, he slips.  Johnson’s way of saying ‘dis” for the word “this,” “dat” for “that,” “I shoulda,” and “all’s I want to do” has a good number of African-Americans rolling on the floor while others cringe in the embarrassment of a black man butchering the English language.
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And that’s where the debate begins.  Some believe that black critics of black dialect are practicing a form of self-hatred, choosing a white culture over their own, embracing what they call a slave mentality.  Johnson is perfectly fine, since he’s just talkin’ like a brotha, ya know?
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Besides, there’s a reason for this.  Johnson’s dialect, as is mine, is a mixture of accent and sentence construction handed down from enslaved Africans who didn’t speak English and weren’t taught it.  Before you dismiss this as nonsense, consider that slaves picked up words from masters intent on condemning them to a devastating cycle among the lower rungs of society.  Some have made it out over the years, while many have not.
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Daryl and I grew up in a poor, all-black neighborhood and were educated in cash-strapped all-black schools—my first “educated” peer was a white college roommate from a wealthy suburb whose word usage was jarring to me but considered standard English by my professors.  He could barely understand a word I said, and I had to adjust if my plans were to make it through journalism school.
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For phone conversations with Daryl, black English is our adopted mode of speech, a vernacular chosen with the knowledge that we’re both able to employ a more standardized language at will.  Call us sellouts if you so please, but our social mobility and respect (from blacks as well as others) hinges on it, even though I have yet to master “ask” without saying “ax,” and my editor often appears confused when I’m excited and speaking quickly.

	22
	
In some ways it’s like we’re doomed.  Past experience keeps black Americans gravely suspicious of anyone wanting to change anything about a way of life’s that’s exclusive and therefore empowering.  Our radars will remain keen as long as we witness, for instance, the dilution of the Spanish language in California (bilingual classes will be no more) and other ills.
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Still, to adhere to such broken English for the sake of holding on to cultural heritage is false hope and complete nonsense.  It’s unfortunate that we continue to engage in “who’s blacker than whom” contests, attaching the preservation of one’s cultural history and identity to, of all things, poor grammar.
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Johnson’s talk show will go down in flames not because of dis and dat but because he is charming but not entertaining, and late-night television simply isn’t his thing.  While I’ve never talked with Johnson, I could see our private conversations dipping into the black vernacular, both of us feeling quite comfortable with the proceedings.

	25
	
There is, in some ways, a sadness to this truth.  But I’ll settle for the beauty of this exclusivity when it comes, particularly from strangers.  Like the other day.  Upon leaving the office, a black male city worker emptying the meters noticed me and said quickly, “Wassup, brah?”
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“Nothin’ much, ma man,” I told him.  “Nothin’ much.”


