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Th.y t although language can be used to conquer, repress,
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needed to write about his experience in America. ln his many celebrated

books, including Go Iell lt on the Mountain (1953) and lvotes of a Native son

(1955), he examined issues of deeply social relevance: interracial marriages,

homosexuality, Black identity, and racial struggles in America. The following

article originally appeared in the Ihe NewYork rrmes in 1.979.|n it Baldwin

asserts that Black English is as legitimate a language as any other because

it was formed out of necessity and articulates the experiences of those who

speak it.

and be used to survive, adapt, and create. The ideas and

ex uss in the chapter illustrate that the expansive capac-

helps people adjust to new lands, new realities, and

rdless of their national, racial, or ethnic identity.

preeminent American novelist, essayist, and playwright,

It on the Mountain,placesBlack English in its historical

context and makes a case for its legitimacy in his provocatively titled essay "If
Black English Isn't a Language, Then Tell Me, Vhat Is?" In "Speaking

Swahili for Kwanzaa?" John McVhorter, an American linguist, wonders

whether there is one "ancestral" African language that has the power to unite

Americans of diverse African backgrounds. Nigerian-born poet and writer
Bassey Ikpi writes defiantly about how the proliferation of myths and mis-

conceptions about Africa has tarnished the continent's image in "\7hy the

NThole 'Poor Africa' Thing Isnt Cool." tacing the rise of Spanglish as an

authentic language in "spanglish Moves Into Mainstream," Daniel Hernandez,

a news assistant for the Zas Angeles Times rts in Mexico City bureau, gives us

a glimpse into how the language is actually created. On the other hand, in her

essay "sayir-rg Adios' to Spanglish" Nrwsweek contributor Leticia Salais takes

great pride in transitioning from Spanglish into "proper" Spanish and be-

coming, from her perspective, truly bilingual. In "Regarding Spanglish,"

Felipe de Ortego y Gasca, a scholar in residence at Western New Mexico

University, critiques Salais's rejection of Spanglish and develops a compelling

argument in favor of linguistic diversity. Finally, in "Vriting Like a X7hite

Guy," Chicago-born poet Jaswinder Bolina ponders a uniquely American

problem as his racial and wricerly identities collide.

James Baldwin

Are Baldwin,s observations about Black English, and language in general,

siiil relevant today? What changes in contemporary American culture sup-

port his argument?

fhe argumenc concerning the use, or the status, or che reality' of black

I E"gtirl, is rooted in American history and has absolucely nothing to do

with the question the argument suPposes itself to be posing' The argument

h*, .tothing to do with language itself but with the role of language'

Language, in.ontestably, reveals the speaker' Language, also' far more dubi-

orrl|, i, -."rrt to define the other-and, in this case, the other is refusing

to be defined by a language that has never been able to recognize him.

People evolve a language in order to describe and thus control their cir-

.r-r,"r..r, or in order not to be submerged by a reality that they cannot

articulate. (And, if they cannot articulate it, they are submerged.) A

Frenchman living in Paris speaks a subtly and crucially different language

from that of th. L"n living in Marseilles; neither sounds very much like a

man living in Qgebec; and they would all have great difficulty in appre-

hending what the man from Guadeloupe, or Martinique, is saying, to say

nothin!of the man from Senegal-although the "common" language of all

th.r. "..", 
is French. But each has paid, and is paying, a different price for

this "common" language, in which, as it turns out, they are not saying' and

cannor be saying, rhe same things: They each have very different realities to

articulate, or control.

\rhat joins all languages, and all men, is the necessity to confront life' in

order, not inconceivably, to ourwit death, The price for this is the acceptance,

and achievement, of one's temporal identity. So that, for example, though it is

not taught in the schools (and this has the potential of becoming a political

issue) tte south of France still clings to its ancient and musical Provenqal,

which resists being described as a "dialect." And much of che tension in the
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Basque countries, and in \7ales, is due to the Basque and \flelsh determina-

tion not to allow their languages to be destroyed. This determination also

feeds the flames in Ireland for many indignicies the Irish have been forced co

undergo at English hands is the English conrempr for their language.

It goes without saying, then, that language is also a political instrument,
r.neans, and proof of power. It is the most vivid and crucial key to identify:
It reveals the private identity, and connects one with, or divorces one from,
the larger, public, or communal ider-rtity. fhere have beer.r, and are, times,

and places, when to speak a certain language could be dangerous, even fatal.
Or, one may speak the same language, but in such a way that

one's antecedents are revealed, or (one hopes) hidden.
This is true in France, and is absolucely true in Eng-

land' The range (ancl reign) of accents on that damp
little island rnake England coherent for the English

''{l and rotaily incornprehensible for everyone else. To
open your mouth in England is (if I n'ray use black

English) to "put your business in the street": You have

confessed your parents, your youth, your school, your salary, your self-es-

teem, and, alas, your future.

5 Now, I do not knor.v what white Americans would sound like if there

had never been any black peopie in the United States, but they would not
sound the way they sound.Jazz, for example, is a very specific sexual term,
as injazz me, bab1, but white people purified it into theJazz Age. Sock it to
rue, whicl', means, roughly, the same thing, has been adopted by Nathaniel
Hawthorne's descendants with no qualms or hesitations at all, along with
let it all bang out and rigbt on! Beat to his socks which was once rhe black's

most total and despairing image of povert1,, was transformed into a thing
called the Beat Generation, which phenomenon was, largely, composed of
uptight, middle-class white people, imitacing poverty, trying to get down, to
ger tr it h ir, doing cheir t h ing, doingtheir despairing best to be fun fu , which
we, the blacks, never dreamed of doing-we were ftnky,bal:y,likefunkwas
going out ofstyle.

Now, no one can eat his cake, and have it, too, and it is late in the day ro

attempt to penalize black people for having created a language chat permics

the nation its only glirnpse of reality, a language r.vithout which the narion
would be even more whipped than it is.

I say that the present skirmish is rooted in American history, and it is.

Black English is the creation of the black diaspora. Blacks came to rhe
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United States chained to each other, but from different tribes: Neither

could speak the other's language. Iftwo black people, at that bicter hour of
the world's history, had been able to speak to each other, the instirution of
chattel siavery could never have lasted as long as it did. Subsequently, the

slave was given, under the eye, and the gun, of his master, Congo Square,

and the Bible-or in other words, and under these conditions, thc slave

began the formation of the black church, and it is within this unprece-

dented tabernacle that black English began to be fonned., This was not,

merely, as in the European example, the adoption of a foreign tongue, but

an alchemy that transformed ancient elements into a new language: A lan'

guage clmes into existence b1t means of brutal ne cessitl, and the rules of the

language are dixated b1 abat the language must clnaq/.

There was a moment, in time , and in this piace, when my brother, or my

mother, or my father, or my sister, had to convey to me, for example, the

danger ir.r which I was standing from the wirite man standing just behir-rd

me, and to convey this witl-r a speed, and in a language, that tl-re white man

could not possibly understand, and that, indecd, he cannot understand,

until today. F{e cannot afford to understand it. This understandingwould

reveal to him too much about himself, and smash that mirror bcfore which

he has been frozen for so long.

Now, if this passion, this skill, this (to quote Toni Morrisor-r) "sheer in-

telligence," this incredible music, the mighty achievement of having

broughc a people utter:ly unknown co, or despised by "history"-to have

brought this peopie to their present, troubled, troubling, and unassirilable

and unanswerable place-if this absolutcly unprecedented journcy does

not indicate that black English is a language, I am curious to knorv what

definition of language is to be trusted.

A pcople at the center of the tWestern world, and in thc midst of so hos-

tile a population, has not endured and transcended by means of what is

patronizingly called a "dialect." tJ7e 
, the blacks, are in trouble, certainly, but

we are not doomed, and we ate not inarticulate because we arc not com-

pelled to defend a moralicy that we know to be a lie.

The brutal truth is that the bulk of white people in America never had

any interest in educating black people, excePt as this could serve rvhite pur-

poses. It is not the black child's language that is in question, it is not his

language that is despised: It is his experience. A child cannot be taught by

anyone who despises him, and a child cannot afford to be fooled. A child

cannot be caught by anyone whose demand, essentially, is that the child



_w
160 Language & Race

repudiate his experience, and all that gives him sustenance, and enter a

limbo in which he will no longer be black, and in which he knows that he

can never become white. Black people have lost too many black children

that way.

And, after all, finally, in a country with standards so untrustworthy, a

country that makes heroes of so many criminal mediocrities, a country

unable to face why so many of the nonwhite are in prison, or on the

needle, or standing, futureless, in the streets-it may very well be that
both the child, and his elder, have concluded that they have nothing
whatever to learn from che people of a country that has managed to learn

so lirrle.

Analyze
1. \Mhat tot-re of voice does Baldwin adopt in the first paragraph of his

essay? Is it effective?

2. According to Baldwin, how did Black English develop in the United
States? Analyze the historical references in the essay as you respond.

3. What point is Baldwin trying to make when he draws a connection

between language and education?

Explore
1. According co Baldwin, languages arise out of need to survive, to "con-

front life." tVrite about a time when you had to be creative about the

words you used to adjust to or deal with a particular life situation.

How did you go about creating these words? \7hat effect did the words

have on the situation?

2. Linguists have debated over whether Black English is a dialect or a lan-

guage. In a researched essay, examine some of the claims made about

Black English and develop your own position as you analyze chese

claims. Be sure chat you understand the difference between a dialect

and a language, according to Iinguistic scholarship.

3. How closely is language tied to racial identity? Interview a friend or

acquaintance who speaks a language in addition to English to find out

how his or her ider.rticy is shaped by that ianguage. How do the words

themselves influence your interview subject's sense of self?

McWhorter Speaking Swahili fot

John McWhorter
Speaking Swahili for Kwanzaa?

John McWhorter, an American linguist who specializes itl l,r

and language context, is the William T. Simon Fellow at Cohrr

He writes and comments on ethnicity and cultural issues lo

lnstitute, a conservative public policy think tank, and is a t;or

to the lnstitute's urbah policy magazine, City Journal. Ht'. r

contributor to Ihe Root, a leading online source of news ,r

from an African American perspective, founded by Henry

(a professor of African American studies at Harvard Urrivr

"speaking Swahili for Kwanzaa?" was posted on The Root in I

How far back in your lineage do you have to go to frnd ,r

you consider your "ancestral" language? lf you speak or

language now, how does it connect you to your heril;rri
speak or understand it, do you feel a sense of loss?

I I I ambo" may mcxn hello in Swahili, but a slave br',,rr1i

J Sr".", *orl.1 ,"ro, have recognized that greeting. llr,

been a sir-rglc Swrihili-spcaking African brought to tlt. ','
slave trade. If there were any, it was very few.

I get to thinking about this during the holidays As w( sr.

Kwanzaa, which starts the day after Christmas anc'l rttt't
Day. Kwanzaa is fine, but it was rooted in a'60s fashiorr 1,,'

as black America's "ancestral" language. The choicc ,,1 \r
thousands of languages spoken in Africa was innoccrrt, .r tr

sense in that it is a lingua franca across several Africllr lr.r

dreds of other languages are spoket-r.

But the nacior.ts where it's spoken are in East Aflicrr, i

ancescors came mostly from Vesc Africa. And as rv, .,ll
enormous.

The thing is this: To treat Swahill as meaningfirllv ,r

Americans because it's "African" is to lump diverse pco1,l, '
that might seem less appropriate if done bywhites. t),, i

Wffi;';W#d.ry"tu'w
kl€^C *erV, OxF,^d 0. pr=ss, ei]{{


