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Chapter 1

What’s Going On?

For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world  and lose his own soul? 

- Mark  8:36-37.

SOUL {sõl} 1. The animating and vital principle in humans…5. The central or integral; part; the vital core…9. A sense of ethnic pride among Black people and especially African Americans, expressed in areas such as language, social customs, religions and music. 

· The American Heritage Dictionary of the

English Language (4th edition, 2000)

"Spoken Soul" was the name which Claude Brown, author of Manchild in the Promised Land, coined for black talk.    In a 1968 interview he waxed eloquent in its praise, declaring that the informal speech or vernacular of many African Americans "possesses a pronounced lyrical quality which is frequently incompatible to any music other than that ceaselessly and relentlessly driving rhythm that flows from poignantly spent lives."   A decade later, James Baldwin, legendary author of The Fire Next Time, described "Black English" as "this passion, this skill, . . . this incredible music. . ."


Now, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the Spoken Soul these writers exalted is battered by controversy, its very existence called into question. Though belittled and denied, however, it lives on authentically. In homes, schools, and churches, on streets, stages and the airwaves, you can hear soul spoken every day. Most African Americans-including millions who, like Brown and Baldwin, are fluent speakers of Standard English-still invoke Spoken Soul as we have for hundreds of years, to laugh or cry, to preach and praise, to shuck and jive, to sing, to rap, to shout, to style, to express our individual personas and our ethnic identities (“’spress yo’self!” as James Brown put it),  to confide in and commiserate with friends, to chastise, to cuss, to act the fool, to get by and get over, to pass secrets, to make jokes, to mock and mimic, to tell stories, to reflect and philosophize, to create authentic characters and voices in novels, poems, and plays, to survive in the streets, to relax at home and recreate in playgrounds, to render our deepest emotions and embody our vital core.

The fact is that most African Americans do talk differently from whites and Americans of other ethnic groups, or at least most of us can when we want to. And the fact is that most Americans, black and white, know this to be true.

In this book, we will explore the vibrancy and vitality of Spoken Soul as an expressive instrument in American literature, religion, entertainment, and everyday life. We will detail the features and history of Spoken Soul. We will then return to the Ebonics firestorm that flared up at century’s end, considering its spark (the Oakland, California, School District’s resolutions and their educational significance), its fuel (media coverage), and its embers (Ebonics “humor”). In the final chapter we will reflect on the vernacular’s role in American life and society, and seek the truth about the dizzying love-hate relationship with black talk that is old and new as the nation itself.  Who needs this information and insight?  We all do, because Spoken Soul is an inescapable vessel of American history, literature, society, and popular culture. Regardless of its status, we need to come to terms with this beloved and beleaguered language.

    In coming to terms with Spoken Soul, what is and why it matters, the first thing to know is how high it ranks in the esteem of its maestros. Echoing the sentiments of Claude Brown and James Baldwin, the 1980s, Nobel prize-winning author Toni Morrison insisted in 1981 that the distinctive ingredient of her fiction was:

the language, only the language.   . . .  It is the thing that black people love so much--the saying of words, holding them on the tongue, experimenting with them, playing with them.  It's a love, a passion.  Its function is like a preacher's:  to make you stand up out of your seat, make you lose yourself and hear yourself. The worst of all possible things that could happen would be to lose that language. There are certain things I cannot say without recourse to my language.  It's terrible to think that a child with five different present tenses comes to school to be faced with books that are less than his own language.  And then to be told things about his language, which is him, that are sometimes permanently damaging.  He may never know the etymology of Africanisms in his language, not even know that "hip" is a real word or that "the dozens" meant something.  This is a really cruel fallout of racism.  I know the standard English. I want to use it to help restore the other language, the lingua franca."  

June Jordan, celebrated essayist and poet, in 1985 identified "three qualities of Black English--the presence of life, voice and clarity--that testify to a distinctive Black value system."  Jordan, then Professor at Stony Brook College, chided her students for their uneasiness about the vernacular language in Alice Walker's novel, The Color Purple, and went on to teach them about the art of the vernacular.

The second thing to bear in mind is that between the 1960s and 1990s, a dramatic shift occurred. By the end of the 1990s, we could find scarcely a spokesman or spokeswoman for the race who had anything flattering to say about Spoken Soul. In response to the Oakland school board’s December 18, 1996, resolution to recognize “Ebonics” as the primary language of the African American students in that California district, , poet Maya Angelou told the Wichita Eagle that she was "incensed," and found the idea "very threatening."  NAACP president Kweisi Mfume denounced the measure as "a cruel joke," and, although he later adapted a friendlier stance, the Reverend Jesse Jackson on national television initially called it "an unacceptable surrender, borderlining on disgrace." Jackson found himself surprisingly in agreement with Ward Connerly, the Black University of California Regent whose ultimately successful efforts to end affirmative action on UC campuses and in California as a whole Jackson had vigorously opposed.   Connerly called the Oakland proposal "tragic," and went on to argue that, “These are not kids who came from Africa……  These are kids that have had every opportunity to acclimate themselves to American society, and they have gotten themselves into this trap of speaking this language--this slang, really, that people can't understand.  Now we're going to legitimize it.”


Other African Americans from different ends of the ideological spectrum fell into step. Black conservative academic and author Shelby Steele characterized the Oakland proposal as just another "gimmick" to enhance Black self-esteem while black liberal academic and author Henry Louis Gates, Jr., chairman of Afro-American Studies at Harvard, described the Oakland proposal as "obviously stupid and ridiculous."  Author and former Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver agreed, as did entertainer Bill Cosby, who penned a column entitled "Elements of Igno-Ebonics." 


White spokespersons were virtually in agreement on this issue too, also criss-crossing political and ideological lines.  Conservative talk show host Rush Limbaugh assailed Oakland's Ebonics resolution, while leading Republican Bill Bennett , former US Secretary of Education, described it as "multiculturalism gone haywire."   Leadingliberal Mario Cuomo, former Governor of New York, called it a "bad mistake," and  Education Secretary Richard Riley, a member of President Clinton's Democratic cabinet, declared that Ebonics programs would NOT be eligible for federal bilingual education dollars: 


Elevating black English to the status of a language is not the way to raise standards 
of achievement in our schools and for our students.

At the state level, anti-Ebonics legislation was introduced both by Republicans, like Rep. Mark Ogles of Florida, and by Democrats, like Georgia State Senator Ralph Abernathy III.  Newspaper, radio and television commentators of all stripes tended to agree in their critiques of Ebonics and the Oakland proposal (see chapter 3).


Millions and millions of other people across America and around the world also rushed in to express their vociferous condemnation of Ebonics and the proposal to take it into account in schools. (“Ebonics” in fact came to mean both the language variety and Oakland’s resolution about it, so the recurrent question, “What do you think about Ebonics?” elicited responses on both issues.)  Their forums were the animated conversations which sprung up in homes, workplaces, and at holiday gatherings,  and the television and radio programs, letters-to-the-editor, and electronic bulletin boards which were deluged by discussions of this issue following Oakland's December 18 resolution.   According to Newsweek (January 13, 1997),  "An America Online poll about Ebonics drew more responses than the one asking people whether O.J. Simpson was guilty."  


The vast majority of those America Online responses were not merely negative.  They were vitriolic.  Ebonics was dismissed as "disgusting black street slang," "incorrect and substandard,"  "nothing more than ignorance," "lazy English," "bastardized English," "the language of illiteracy" and "this utmost rediculous [sic] made-up language."  And Oakland's resolution, almost universally misinterpreted as a proposal to teach Ebonics to students instead of  as a  proposal to use Ebonics as a springboard for the teaching of  Standard English, elicited superlatives of disdain, disbelief, and derision:  

"dumbest idea to come along in a long time"  (12/20/96;  15:38 EST)

"VERY VERY STUPID" (12/21/96, 17:28:54 EST)

"I'm embarrassed and appalled at this latest fiasco."  (12/21/96, 18:02 EST)

"PLEASE STOP THE FOOLISHNESS!" [12/21/96, 18:40 EST]

"idiocy of the highest form" [12/21/96, 19:21 EST]

 "Man, 'ubonics will take me far back to de jungo!" [12/21/96, 20:06 EST]

"ebonics be damned." [12/23/96, 00:25 EST]

"what a joke!  Ebonics ... Sheesh!"  [12/23/96, 03:01 EST]

". . . the most absurd thing I have ever heard."  [12/23/96,      EST]

"It's ridiculous ... the whole thing is inane."  [12/23/96, 4:15 EST]

"This has to be the silliest thing that my black brothers and sisters have done yet.  

"I think it be da dumbest thing I'd eber heard be."  [12/23/96, 11:07 EST]

"Of all the most ridiculous things I have heard of in Education, this is the most 
ludicrous." [12/23/96, 20:29 EST]

"I am totally outraged about the Ebonics program."  [12/23/96, 20:32 EST]

"What a sham(e)!"  [12/24/96, 06:21 EST]

". . .  this is a joke.  Why not use Pig-Latin?" [12/24/96, 17:31 EST]

"EBONICS = IGNORANCE" [12/24/96, 17:51 EST]

"This is the most preposterous thing I have ever heard of."  [12/24/96,   EST]

"Ebonics is a terrible mistake and a complete waste of time."  [12/26/96, 20:54 EST]


These comments, dripping with deprecation, are clearly far removed from the adulation which Brown, Baldwin, Morrison and Jordan had heaped on the African American vernacular in earlier decades.  What happened in the interim to transform "Spoken Soul" from an object of praise to an object of ridicule?


Well for one thing, the focus was different.  The 1997 Ebonics controversy was clearly about the use of the vernacular in schools, while the earlier commentaries were more about the expressive use of the vernacular in literature and informal idiomatic usage.  Several of the AOL respondents drew a sharp distinction between the appropriateness of Ebonics in informal and formal domains:

"I feel like there is a time and place to speak in different dialects.  When you are out with your friends you can speak in 'slang' but when it comes time to apply for jobs, apply to college, and things of that nature, you better know how to speak proper English.”  [12/23/96, 21:20 EST]


Moreover, matters were made worse by the almost universal misconception that the Oakland School Board intended to teach and accept Ebonics rather than English in their classrooms, with Ebonics itself misconstrued as "gansta rap" or "street slang."  Most of the fuming and fulminating about "Ebonics" derived from the mistaken belief that it was to replace Standard English as a medium and object of instruction:

"Teaching our teachers to teach our youth to speak EBONICS makes about as much sense as telling these children that once they learn to speak it they will now have to unlearn it so they can learn how to fit in as adults.  What a waste  . . . " [12/22/96, 18:09 EST]

"This is a bunch of S*#+!  They should HAVE to learn 'standard' English like every other kid in America." [12/23/96, 00:59 EST]

"if you[r] black students are told that it is all right to talk in slang and actually prac-tice it ... they will grow up with even more illiterate speech." [12/23/96, 04:07 EST]

The few positive responses on America Online labored to emphasize that the Oakland School Board agreed with its detractors on the importance of students' learning Standard English, but wanted to use Ebonics as a means towards that larger goal:
"I think the public should read past the headlines (sensational) to what is actually proposed by the schoolboard.  This is not a reinforcement or glorification of what are thought to be black ghetto patterns, but rather a teaching method to enable the student to translate his or her black ghetto language into the more common or 'accepted' grammar commonly used in our country. It is primarily a learning tool." [12/20/96, 17:50 EST]

"The posted summary misrepresents the position of the Oakland Schools.  Teachers are not to teach or teach in Ebonics.  They are to understand Ebonics as a distinct language in order to assist students to translate the 'dialect' in which they were raised into Standard English.  The goal is to facilitate the learning of standard English by empowering students to validate, yet distinguish, their 'native' language from that of the majority culture. ... Please note that I am a white middle-aged male . . .  educator who has no links to the Oakland schools." [Dec 21, 96, 17:51 EST]


The misunderstandings on this issue were not completely new, however, nor were the earlier positive commentaries devoid of any connection to educational issues.  James Baldwin's  New York Times praise-song for the vernacular had been penned twenty years earlier, in the wake of the July 12, 1979 ruling by Justice Charles Joiner that the negative attitudes of Ann Arbor, Michigan teachers towards the home language of their Black students ("Black English") created a psychological barrier to their academic success.  {See summaries of Charles Joiner's ruling in The New York Times, Friday July 13, 1979, and elsewhere--Smitherman 1981 etc.}  In the months (and years) preceding and following Joiner’s ruling, a LOT of misunderstanding was evident in the media and in public commentary about the case.  For instance, nationally syndicated African American columnist Carl Rowan, writing the day before Justice Joiner's decision, declared that:

For a court to say that 'black English' is a 'foreign tongue' and require schools in Ann Arbor, Mich., or any place else to teach ghetto children in 'black English' would be a tragedy.  . . . What black children need is an end to this malarkey that tells them they can fail to learn grammar, fail to develop vocabularies, ignore syntax and embrace the mumbo-jumbo of ignorance--and dismiss it in the name of 'black pride'.  (The Philadelphia Bulletin, July 11, 1979; emphasis added)

Of course, no one had proposed teaching children in ‘black English,’ nor telling them that they could ignore syntax and vocabulary, but these anxieties surfaced nevertheless.  By contrast, Vernon E. Jordan, Jr., then president of the Urban League [check], and yes, the same Clinton friend who in 1996 [?] helped Monica Lewinsky get a job, got the story right:

Black English became a barrier to learning not because of the children's use of it, but because teachers automatically assumed its use signified inferior intellectual intelligence, inability to learn or other negative connotations. ... by focusing on the teachers, the judge made the right decision.  Sensitizing teachers to Black English will equip them to communicate better with pupils who use the language in their daily lives.  And it should help them to make better assessments of their student's ability to read and speak public English.  (Detroit Free Press, Dec 7, 1979)

But even he went on to stress, lest anyone anyone got ideas, that it would be "a big leap from that to advocate teaching Black English in the schools.  That would be a big mistake."


The fear that granting any legitimacy to the vernacular would involve teaching “bad” English INSTEAD of “good” English is not unique to the United States.  Proposals by Caribbean linguists to take students’ Creole English into account to improve the teaching of standard English--in Jamaica, Trinidad and Guyana--have been similarly misinterpreted and condemned over the past forty years as attempts to "settle” for Creole instead of English.  This despite the fact that, as in the US, attempts to teach standard English which ignore or disparage the vernacular of the students have been notoriously unsuccessful.  The misunderstandings around this issue are partly due to the high degree of disdain which people around the world have for vernacular or non-mainstream varieties and for the people who speak them.  (Recall Professor Higgin’s disparaging remarks to Eliza Doolitle about her market vendor speech in the movie “My Fair Lady.”).  Speakers of prestige varieties are most prone to such disdain, but those whose linguistic and social statuses are themselves insecure—for instance, the lower middle class in New York City--also harbor similar antipathies and anxieties, and these are often transmitted to and adopted by people who are themselves vigorous if not exclusive speakers of the vernacular. {Cite Lambert}


So the 1990s firestorm about Ebonics in Oakland was sparked in part by [class-based?] apprehensions and misunderstandings about the role of vernacular varieties in schools which have surfaced elsewhere in America and the world, and in earlier times.  But some of the sparks came from the unique kind of place America was and is at the end of the twentieth century too.  One crucial factor is that there is much more concern now for the unity of America—and for emphasizing what we share in common as Americans, including English—than there was in the 1960s and 1970s, when ethnic, linguistic and cultural pluralism had their heyday.  The rise in the number of people who claimed a non-English mother tongue in the 1970 census (compared with the 1960 census), and the decline in that number in the 1980 census {cite Fishman on this in chapter notes} are indicators of the rise and fall of cultural pluralism in the interim.  The success which English-Only legislation has enjoyed at the state level in the 1980s and 1990s is further evidence of the widespread sentiment for a common identity, rooted and expressed in a common language, English.  Many of those who objected to Ebonics in the America Online forum were concerned that it would set African Americans apart and lead to further linguistic and social fragmentation:

“Declaring Ebonics as language is just another way for the Oakland School Board to separate Black students from the rest of the student body.” [Dec 20, 1996, 14:37 EST]

“There seems to be a movement with the cultural diversity, bilingualism, and quota-oriented affirmative action campaigns to balkanize the country and build walls between people and dissolve the concept of being an American.  This Ebonics question will successfully keep a segment of the black community in ghetto mode.  . . .  A KKK [Ku Klux Klan] member would love it.”  [Dec 20, 1996, 17:17 EST]

 “I do not approve of the Ebonics [sic] being taught here in the US.  If they start teaching this, how many more groups are going to want their way of speaking English.  I say if you are going to live here in the STATES, the least you can do is learn to speak ENGLISH.”  [Dec 21, 1996, 19:07]

 “The recognition of Ebonics only further marginalizes those that use this fractured slang.  English as a language is one of the few things that binds us as a nation.” [Dec 22, 1996, 23:39 EST]

“This is such a crock considering that we are changing laws to make English the only language of America.”  [Dec 23, 1996, xx:dd]

“One more way that the Black people of this country wish to put themselves into a special category.  Try to get them to spell American first, and without a hyphen or the word African.  It’s separatism and racist.”  [Dec 23, 1996, 09:32]

“What more do African Americans want?  This is America.  Live as Americans and talk as Americans.”  [Dec 23, 1996, 17:02 EST]

“Are we working toward integration or segregation?  Why should teachers be taught to decipher one cultural language difference?  If children are going to be educated in American public school systems, they should learn a uniformed [sic] language, not culture specific.”  [Dec 23, 1996, 22:09 EST]

“To have a system that promotes individual language considerations for all ethnic groups is a marvelous idea if—you want to divide and conquer.” [Dec 26, 1996, 16:45 EST]

Significantly, these and other critiques of Ebonics were often couched in terms of larger objections to bilingual education, affirmative action, and any measures which were seen as providing “advantages” for ethnic minorities and women, despite the centuries of disadvantage which these groups had endured.  Just a month before Oakland passed its Ebonics resolution, the California Electorate had approved Proposition 209, outlawing affirmative action in education and employment, and voters in Orange County approved a measure for the elimination of bilingual education in their schools.  In June 1998, the California Electorate approved Proposition 227, prohibiting most forms of bilingual education.  Politicians in other states have been scrambling to draft and pass similar propositions ever since, and similar legislation is being considered at the federal level. {Cite Jewelle Taylor Gibbs’ 1998 monograph, The California Crucible.  San Francisco:  Study Center Press.} This is the (reactionary?) historical context within which the Ebonics issue arose, and remembering this helps to explain some of the negativity which Ebonics encountered.

It should be added that some of the antagonism which Ebonics encountered in 1996 stemmed from racism, pure and simple, evident in some of the “humor” we’ll consider in chapter 4, and in the following displays of ignorance and prejudice on America Online:

“Blacks can’t compete with the high standards of whites so they must lower theirs to suit themselves.  They will lower themselves out of existence.”  [Dec 22, 1996, 22:33 EST]

“Black people have already shown America their lack of citizenship.  Ebonics is a paramount excuse for black people to further themselves away from mainstream society   . . . I say “Less time shooting baskets on the court and more time picking up books (legally) and READ!”  [Dec 23, 1996, 06:03 EST]

“. . . the joke is on  the Black folks in America who are proving themselves to be the most self-distructive [sic] group of people in the history of the world.  You pro Ebonics clowns are determined to keep the minstrel show going for another hundred years.”  [Dec 23, 1996, 11:28  EST]

“These stupid niggers are born in America.  What else should they speak???  Theres [sic] no excuse. Though its [sic] true, they talk in such broken english [sic] you can’t understand what they are trying to say.  Oakland is infested with niggers.  (Niggers meaning the low-class, poor, stupid African American) . . .Blacks have the highest crime rate … Blacks have the lowest grade avrg in the WORLD  Now they ruin english [sic] because of more stupidity.  Pathedic  [sic].  [Dec 26, 1996, 19:15 EST]

Even among African Americans, however, the 1990s were a time when internal divisions—by socioeconomic class, generation and gender—were more evident than they were in the 1960s, and this accounts for some of the criticisms of Ebonics which came from “within the race.”  It’s significant, for instance, that while the 1960’s featured “The March on Washington”—a united protest by African Americans and others against racial and economic inequality, African Americans in the 1990’s found themselves participating in separate “Million Man” and “Million Woman” Marches on Washington, and in two virtually simultaneous “Million Youth” marches in New York and Atlanta.  While the proportion of African Americans earning over $100, 000 (in 1989 dollars) tripled between 1969 and 1989 (from 0.3 percent to about 1% of all African American households), the proportion earning below $15, 000 remained the same (about 43% of all African American households), but their mean income actually dropped in the interim, from $9,300 to $8,520.  This is one indication of the increasing socioeconomic disparity within the African American population which Julius Wilson, Martin Carnoy and others have written about. {give refs in endnotes.} When we recall that the central pronunciation and grammatical features of Ebonics are used most frequently by poor and working class African Americans, and that it was primarily middle and upper middle class African Americans whose comments on Ebonics were aired in the media and on the internet, their deprecatory tone is not surprising.  

Finally, the gap between the teenage “hip hop” generation and older generations within the African American community—marked by differences in dress, musical preferences and slang use—has also grown more marked in the 1990’s, and it is increasingly the subject of overt discussion.  {Cite Emerge article of 1998.}  Most of the publicly aired comments on Ebonics came from African Americans who were NOT members of the “hip hop” generation, and their negative attitudes towards the “slang” of this generation--which they (mis-)identied with Ebonics--was obvious.

While elements of the current debate are new, the role that the vernacular should play in African American life and literature has been the subject of debate among African Americans for over a century.  In the late 19th century, at the very time when Paul Laurence Dunbar was developing his reputation as a dialect writer, James Weldon Johnson, who wrote the lyrics to “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” chose to render the seven “Negro” sermons in God’s Trombones in standard English, because he felt that the dialect in which the “old time” preachers had originally created them was limiting.   During the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s and 1930s a similar debate raged among the African American intelligentsia, with Sterling Brown and Langston Hughes supporting and exemplifying the use of dialect in their writing, while Alain Locke and others suggested that we needed to put these things behind us and portray a more “refined” view of African American culture to the outside world.  These opposed positions reflect the push-pull, attraction-repulsion oscillation between Black and White (or mainstream) poles which DuBois wrote about decades and decades ago.  


However, the Ebonics debate at this century’s and millenium’s end represents a new low in terms of the degree of denial and deprecation to which the vernacular of African Americans was subject.  The purpose of our book is to rescue “Spoken Soul” from the negativity, ignominy and ignorance in which it became mired in the course of this debate.  Although we fully endorse the need for African Americans to master Standard English, Corporate English, Mainstream English, the Language of Wider Communication or whatever you want to call the variety you need for school, formal occasions, and success in the business world, we want to remind folks that Ebonics, African American Vernacular English, Black English, Spoken Soul or whatever you want to call the informal variety spoken by African Americans also plays an essential role in African American life and culture, and by extension, in American life and culture.   Black people use it now, as we have for hundreds of years, to laugh, to cry, to preach and praise, to shuck and jive, to sing, to rap, to shout, to style, to express our individual personas and our identities as Black people (“‘spress yo’self!” as James Brown put it), to confide in and commiserate with friends, to chastise, to cuss, to act, to act the fool, to get by and get over, to pass secrets, to make jokes, to mock and mimic, to tell stories, to reflect and philosophize, to create authentic characters and voices in novels, poems and plays,  to survive in the streets, to relax at home and recreate in playgrounds, to render our deepest emotions and embody our vital core.    

If we lost all of THAT in the heady pursuit of Standard English and the “world” of opportunities it offers, we would indeed have lost our “own soul.”  But, despite the public deprecation and denial to which Ebonics has recently been subject, we do not believe that African Americans really want to abandon it to become “white bread” versions of White America, nor—judging from their continuing enjoyment and adoption of many of the distinctive linguistic elements of African American music, literature, and popular culture--that White people and Americans from other ethnic groups want to see it abandoned either.   It is certainly not necessary to deny or abandon Ebonics to master Standard English, anymore than it is necessary to abandon English to learn French, or to abandon Jazz to appreciate and master Classical Music.  Furthermore, it would also be unwise, since making explicit comparisons and contrasts with the vernacular to teach the standard variety has proven to be a successful strategy in several European and American experiments, while the far more common practice of ignoring or disparaging the vernacular to promote the standard has been an abysmal failure.  (See chapter 11.)

We will spend the next three chapters showing how Oakland's resolutions, the reactions of the media, and the proliferation of Ebonics "humor" helped to transform the Black vernacular in 1996-97 from an object of praise to an object of ridicule.   Our choice of Claude Brown's “Spoken Soul” as our title is intended to show, however, that we will concentrate rather more on demonstrating that earlier positive characterizations of the vernacular were both realistic and valid.  The fact is that most African Americans DO talk differently from White Americans and Americans of other ethnicities, or at least they can when they want to.   And the fact is that most Americans, African American and White, know this to be true, and they know that what makes many African American writers, story-tellers, orators, preachers, comedians, singers and rap-artists special and successful is their skilful deployment of the features and style of Spoken Soul.   In this book, we want to remind people of these facts, by sharing examples of the "soulful" use of distinctive African American usage in speech, song, rap and writing, and we hope to cover other aspects of the issue which they may not have known or thought about before, including:

•
 SYSTEM:  How amazingly systematic and complex Spoken Soul is, in common with every other language and dialect world-wide, regardless of prestige.

•
 SOURCE:  Where it came from, including African, English and Creole roots.

•
 SIGNIFICANCE:  Why Spoken Soul persists, and what it tells us about American society and culture, the complex love-hate relationship we have towards it;  and how its widespread use among African American students can be exploited to help them do better in English and the many subjects on which effective use of English depends.  That is, how to see Spoken Soul as an asset rather than a liability, in the sense that Claude Brown, James Baldwin, Toni Morrison and June Jordan readily recognized.  

Notes on/Sources for Chapter 1

Maybe say less in chapter (on pp. 1-2) re exact sources of Brown, Baldwin, Morrison and Jordan quotes and say more re each quote in Notes?   Or leave as is, shortening notes?  Ask Wylie editor…

Provide exact newspaper cites for quotes from angelu et al on pp. 2-3?  Or leave as is?

Information on legislative efforts to ban (or more rarely, to promote) Ebonics from use in schools and other official contexts is in Elaine Richardson, “         “ in IJSL vol# no#, pp. X-y  (Ebonics special issue).  

For the America Online quotations we are grateful to Lucy Bowen of Menlo Park, California, who printed out hundreds and hundreds of them during the holiday season in December 1996 and passed them on to John.

For summaries of Clarles Joiner’s ruling, see the New York Times, Friday July 13, 1979.  The ruling itself is reprinted in Geneva Smitherman, 1981, Black English and the Education of Black Children and Youth.

Query re whether to leave Phila Bulletin and Detroit Free Press quotes on p. 7 as is, or w less info there, annotated more fully in the chapter endnotes (i.e. HERE).

Cite Lambert wrt fact that speakers of low varieties often share disdain for their variety.

Cite studies by Julius Wilson, Martin Carnoy and others re increasing disparities within the Af Am community, contra to McWhorter’s (1998) claims…

Cite Emerge article I got from Ru discussing growing gap between teenage and older Af Ams’’’

Cite discussion of dialect in “God’s Trombones” 

Give source of W.E.B. Dubois ‘ quot4e re push pull…
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   such a complex love-hate/attraction-repulsion attitude towards it [Dad & Russ]

Chap 9:  Educational Significance:  How Black vernacular can be drawn on as asset rather 
 
than liability in the teaching of English and the language arts [Dad]

Chap 10:  Conclusions [Dad & Russ]

[3/21/98 note--two days after hearing that Wiley wants the book!--Maybe break chapter 5 into the following separate chapters or subparts  [Add politicians and athletes?] : 

5.1
Storytellers & Writers (poets, authors, playwrights--use "Talk that Talk," "Down Home and Uptown," "The Norton Anthology of African American Literature," "African American Lit" & other works; Russell to apply/pay for borrowing privileges at U Penn library, talk to Houston Baker there)

5.2
Preachers and Pray-ers (Jesse Jackson; Martin Luther King Jr; Plummy Simmons; use record at home re Black Preachers and their congregations; use Smitherman's "Talkin & Testifyin" (get extra copy from office and send to Russell), use James Weldon Johnson's book, "God's Trombones" and use classic library texts on Black preaching, e.g. by Henry Mitchell, William Pipes, and Bettye Collier-Thomas [See list JRR compiled today from Green library sources]

5.3
Comedians and Entertainers (Steve Harvey, Bill Cosby, Adele Givens, Moms Mabley, Redd Foxx, Richard Pryor, and so on)

5.4
TV and the Movies (Draw on articles written for AAVE's "Black English Happenin" over the years, on AAVE in old and new movies, TV shows, and so on.)

5.5
Sung Soul:  The Vernacular in Black Music  (Mention features in Mahalia Jackson, old spirituals, modern rap; draw again on articles in AAVE "Black English Happenin" anthologies)

5.6
We the People/Everyday People:  Spoken Soul in Everyday Use  (Use JRR's recordings from Daufuskie, Philadelphia, and East Palo Alto, including Plummy Simmons, Johnny Hamilton, Sarah Grant, Bomb Jones/Johnny Guitar, Foxy Boston, Tinky Gates, & the Ex Slave narratives.)

----

I'm incensed.  The very idea that African American language is a language separate and apart is very threatening, because it can encourage young men and women not to learn standard English.  

--

 had elicited widespread denial and condemnation from millions of Americans, whose consensus on this point was startling in light of their differences in race and political affiliation.  The source of this consensus was the Oakland School Board's resolution in December 1996 to recognize "Ebonics" as the primary language of African American students in their district.   

at a time when is decline in the number of people who claimewhich led to the reaction to Ebonics were anchored in their pecular place and time too.  have for vernacular or "non-mainstream" varieties of languageeverywhere 

 --a misconception that was partly due to the ambiguous wording of their resolutions, but even moreso to the  the news media's misreporting in the media --When it comes to schools, people get pretty antsy about any suggestion that standards are being lowered, or that children's education and their future are being sacrificed for faddishness or politics.  This is precisely what they thought was happening in Oakland, because of the . 

The answer to the question is that a series of misunderstandings and misconceptions spawned this monster at century's and millenium's end.  For this series of misunder-standings the Oakland school board shares some blame, but the media must take primary responsibility, both for mischaracterizing the Black vernacular and for spreading the erroneous but almost universal impression that Oakland wanted to teach Ebonics rather than use it to teach Standard English.  

The answer to the question is that a series of misunderstandings and misconceptions spawned this monster at century's and millenium's end.  For this series of misunder-standings the Oakland school board shares some blame, but the media must take primary responsibility, both for mischaracterizing the Black vernacular and for spreading the erroneous but almost universal impression that Oakland wanted to teach Ebonics rather than use it to teach Standard English.  

---

Full set of AOL reactions tabulated:

"dumbest idea to come along in a long time"  (12/20/96;  15:38 EST)

"What a joke and with taxpayers money"  (12/21/96; 17:24 EST)

"VERY VERY STUPID" (12/21/96, 17:28:54 EST)

"I'm embarrassed and appalled at this latest fiasco."  (12/21/96, 18:02 EST)

"PLEASE STOP THE FOOLISHNESS!" [12/21/96, 18:40 EST]

"idiocy of the highest form" [12/21/96, 19:21 EST]

"Teaching our children to be dumber  what a concept!  [12/21/96, 19:56 EST]

"Golly gee Amos, where can I go to learn this here 'ubonics'? Dey say it be a 
language but where do de others speak it?  Man, 'ubonics will take me far 
back to de jungo!" [12/21/96, 20:06 EST]

"SINCE WHEN DID MUTHAFU#@A AND SHEEEET NEEEGA BECOME AN 
ACCEPTED LANGUAGE??? SHOW ME AN EBONICS DISCTIONARY 
AND I WILL SHOW YOU A PRACTICAL JOKE FROM OAKLAND." 
[12/22/96:22:17 EST]

"ebonics be damned." [12/23/96, 00:25 EST]

"This is a bunch of s*#+!" [12/23, 00:43 EST]

"what a joke!  Ebonics ... Sheesh!"  [12/23/96, 03:01 EST]

"Ebonics ... or whatever the hell it is called  ... is  the most absurd thing I have 
ever heard."  [12/23/96,      EST]

"This is such a crock ..." [12/23/96,    EST]

"It's ridiculous ... the whole thing is inane."  [12/23/96, 4:15 EST]

"This has to be the silliest thing that my black brothers and sisters have done yet.  "Never heard of Ebonics before and I am 46 years old.  I just want to be sold that 
this is a viable language."  [12/23/96, 09:38 EST]

"Ebonics has no dictionary, no text books, no grammar, no rules.  It is rebellious and outside rule-based language."  [10/23/96, 10/24 EST]

"I think it be da dumbest thing I'd eber heard be."  [12/23/96, 11:07 EST]

". . . this whole Ebonics thing is something that I still can't believe is happening." 
[12/23/96, 17:02 EST]

"The kind of speech that is referred to as 'Black English' *is* incorrect and 
substandard" [12/23/96, 17:51 EST]

"Of all the most ridiculous things I have heard of in Education, this is the most 
ludicrous." [12/23/96, 20:29 EST]

"I am totally outraged about the Ebonics program."  [12/23/96, 20:32 EST]

"It is lazy English."  [12/23/96, 21:28 EST]

"Think long and hard if you want someone sitting next to you in the workplace 
talking this utmost rediculous made-up language" [12/24/96, 00:46 EST]

"What a sham(e)!"  [12/24/96, 06:21 EST]

"Not a good idea.  This will set blacks back one hundred years!" [12/24/96, 16:10 
EST]

"To me (and probably the rest of the world) this is a joke.  Why not use Pig-Latin?  
Or better yet, teach them to read backwards, because this is about as 
useful." [12/24/96, 17:31 EST]

"EBONICS = IGNORANCE" [12/24/96, 17:51 EST]

"Ebonics is the language of illiteracy..." [12/24/96, 12:44 EST]

"This is the most preposterous thing I have ever heard of."  [12/24/96,   EST]

"Since when is bastardized English a 'native languge'?" [12/25/96, 14:58 EST]

"Ebonics is stupid."  [ 12/26/96, 13:37 EST]

"ebonics is NOT a language!  ... is the profanity and ignorance that spew from their 
[students'] mouths a language? . . .  it is nothing more than ignorance. "  
[12/26/96, 15:14 EST]

"Ebonics is a terrible mistake and a complete waste of time."  [12/26/96, 20:54 EST]

". . .  disgusting black street slang" [ 12/27/96, 02:07 EST]

