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LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

An integral part of any culture is its language.
Language not only develops in conjunction with
a society’s historical, economic and political
-leutlon, it also reflects that society’s atntudes

our language that people of color receive
of racism in the English language that
discussed in this essay includ‘e )
symbolism, politics, ethnocentrism, and cc
Before beginning our aaalysm of
14 ikt




ctives of time, one can see some definite
sis and values that each culture places on
time. For example, a cultural perspective may pro-
vide a clue to why the negative stereotype of the slow
and lazy Mexican who lives in the “Land of Mafiana”
exists in the Anglo value system, where time “flies;’
the watch “runs” and “time is money.’

A SHORT PLAY ON
“BLACK”_AND “WaITe” WORDS

Some may blackly (angrily) accuse me of trying to
blacken (defame) the English language, to give it 2
black eye (a mark of shame) by writing such black
words (hostile). They may denigrate (to cast asper-
sions; to darken) me by accusing me of being
blackhearted (malevolent), of having a black out-
look (pessimistic, dismal) on life, of being a black-
guard (scoundrel)—which would certainly be a
black mark (detrimental fact) against me. Some
may black-brow (scowl at) me and hope that a
black cat crosses in front of me because of this
black deed. I may become a black sheep (one who
causes shame or embarrassment because of devi-
ation from the accepted standards), who will
be blackballed (ostracized) by being placed on
a blacklist (list of undesirables) in an attempt to
blackmail (to force or coerce into a particular
action) me to retract my words. But attempts to
lackjack (to compel by threat) me will have a

hinaman's chance of success, for I am not a
w-bellied Indian-giver of words, who will

( vices or crimes)

~ a group of Black people using y

1 challenge

you (honest, decent).

The preceding is of course a wh
intended to cause harm), meant only f«
some examples of racist terminology in

English language.

Ogvious BiGoTRY

Perhaps the most obvious aspect of racism in
language would be terms like “nigger; “spook;’
“chink “spic] etc. While these may be facing
increasing social disdain, they certainly are not
dead. Large numbers of white Americans continue '
{0 utilize these terms. “Chink;” “gook;” and “slant- |
eves” were in common usage among U.S. troops
in Vietnam. An NBC nightly news broadcast, in
February 1972, reported that the basketball team
in Pekin, Illinois, was called the “Pekin Chinks”
and noted that even though this had been
protested by Chinese Americans, the term contin-
ued to be used because it was easy, and meant no
harm. Spiro Agnew’s widely reported “fat Jap®
remark and the “little Jap” comment of lawyer John
Wilson during the Watergate hearings, are surface
indicators of a deep-rooted Archie Bunkerism.
Many white people continue to refer to Blac
people as “colored;’ as for instance
Boston Globe article on a racist a

Boston. One white person was



ved as “uppity” and “threatening”
to many whites. Smﬂarly the term “boy” to refer
to African American men is now acknowledged
to be a demeaning term, though still in common
use. Other terms such as “the pot calling the kettle
black” and “calling a spade a spade” have negative
racial connotations but are still frequently used,
as for example when President Ford was quoted

in February 1976 saying that even though .

Daniel Moynihan had left the UN., the U.S. would
continue “calling a spade a spade”

COLOR SYMBOLISM

The symbolism of white as positive and black
as negative is pervasive in our culture, with the
black/white words used in the begmmnn of this
essay only one of many aspects. “Good guys” wear
white hats and ride white horses, “bad guys” wear
black hats and ride black horses. Angels are white,
and devils are black. The definition of black
includes “without any moral light or goodness,
evil, wicked, indicating disgrace, sinful,” while that
of white includes “morally pure, spotless, innocent,
free from evil intent”

A children’s TV cartoon program, Captain
Scarlet, is about an organization called Spectrum,
whose purpose is to save the world from an evil
' strial force called the Mysterons. Everyone

n has a color name—Captam Scarlet,

_ > people
eir place, wh:le “Black”

asked: Isnttlnshtmr,m ﬂxebacl(_ofya ;
always wanted to look? All wide-e
blonde down to there, and innocent?”
the advertising people meant by this parti
woman’s mnocence, one must remember at
“innocent” is one of the definitions of the Wl;d‘
white. This standard of beauty when preached to
all women is racist. The statement “Isn’t this how,
in the back of your mind, you always wanted to
look?” either ignores third world women or
assumes they long to be white. |
Time magazine in its coverage of the Wimbledon
tennis competition between the black Australian
fivonne Goolagong and the white American Chris ]
Evert described Ms. Goolagong as “the dusky
daughter of an Australian sheepshearer;,” while:
Ms. Evert was “a fair young girl from the middle-
class groves of Florida” Dusky is a synonym of
“black” and is defined as “having dark skin; of a
dark color; gloomy; dark; swarthy”” Its antonyms are
“fair” and “blonde.” Fair is defined in part as “free
frorn blemish, xmperfecnon, or anythmg_' b

ing in appearance, attractive; clean; p
By deﬁmng Evonne Goolagong as




ar perspectives and frames of
! fte.n dlstort the understand-

writte about the effect of using the terms “slave”

or “master” He argues that the psychological
impact of the statement referring to “the master
raped his slave” is different from the impact of the
same statement substituting the words: “the white
captor raped an African woman held in captivity.’

Implicit in the English usage of the “master-slave”
concept is ownership of the “slave” by the “master)
therefore, the “master” is merely abusing his property
(slaVe) In reality, the captives (slave) were African
individuals with human worth, right and dignity and
the term “slave” denounces that human quality
thereby making the mass rape of African women by
white captors more acceptable in the minds of people
and setting a mental frame of reference for legitimiz-
ing the atrocities perpetuated against African people.

The term “slave” connotes a less than human
quality and turns the captive person into a thing,
For example, two McGraw-Hill Far Eastern
Publishers textbooks (1970) stated, “At first it was
the slaves who worked the cane and they got only
food for it. Now men work cane and get money”
Next time you write about slavery or read about it,
try transposing all “slaves” into “African people held
in captivity,’ “Black people forced to work for no
pay” or “African people stolen from their families
and soclehes ” While 1t is more cumbersome, such

depnved of, since most wiute ynuth. develop
monocultural, monolingual environment. Bu
suggests that the term “culturally deprived™
replaced by “culturally dispossessed,” and that thg
term “economically disadvantaged” be replaced by
“cconomically exploited.” Both these terms present
a perspective and implication that provide an
entirely different frame of reference as to the reality
of the third world experience in U.S. society. :
Similarly, many nations of the third world are
described as “underdeveloped.” These less wealthy
nations are generally those that suffered under
colonialism and neo-colonialism. The “developéd"
nations are those that exploited their resources
and wealth, Therefore, rather than referring to
these countries as “underdeveloped,” a more
appropriate and meaningful designation might be
“over exploited” Again, transpose this term next .
time you read about “underdeveloped nations”and i
note the different meaning that results. 4
Terms such as “culturally deprived;” “economi-
cally disadvantaged” and “underdeveloped” place
the responsibility for their own conditions on
those bemg S0 descnbed Th15 is knawn ;

w1 it

poverty on the victims of poverty. It rem
blame from those in power who benefit f i

continue to permit, poverty.
Still another example __j_:



" :és the standard and norm against
to.measurc all others. Use of the term “third
world” to describe all people of color overcomes
ﬂ;e mherent bias of “minority” and “non-white”
. Moreover, it connects the struggles of third world
peoplc in the US. with the freedom struggles
~ around the globe.

The term “third world” gained increasing usage
after the 1955 Bandung Conference of “non-
aligned” nations, which represented a third force
outside of the two world superpowers. The “first
world” represents the United States, Western
Europe and their sphere of influence. The “second
world” represents the Soviet Union and its sphere.
The “third world” represents, for the most part,
nations that were, or are, controlled by the “first
world” or West. For the most part, these are nations
of Africa, Asia and Latin America.

“LoADED” WORDS AND NATIVE AMERICANS

Many words lead to a demeaning characterization
of groups of people. For instance, Columbus, it is
said, “discovered” America. The word discover is
defined as “to gain sight or knowledge of something
Previously unseen or unknown; to discover may be
to find some existent thing that was previously
unknown.” Thus, a continent inhabited by millions
o hnman ‘beings cannot be “discovered” For his-

y books to continue thls usage represents a
| (whlte ) persPectlve on world

of an opponeﬂt. Conque:
over of control by the victor, and
the conquered”Massaa'em' ,

human beings, as in barbarous wa
cution, or for revenge or plunder” .
described as “to ward off attack from
against assault or injury; to strive to keep safe
resisting attack.”

Eurocentrism turns these definitions around _
to serve the purpose of distorting history and |
justifying Euro-American conquest of the Native
American homelands. Euro-Americans are not
described in history books as invading Native
American lands, but rather as defending their
homes against “Indian” attacks. Since European
communities were constantly encroaching on
land already occupied, then a more honest inter-
pretation would state that it was the Native
Americans who were “warding off” “guarding”
and “defending” their homelands.

Natlve American victories are invariably defined
as “massacres,” while the indiscriminate killing,
extermination and plunder of Native American
nations by Euro-Americans is defined as ¥ ol
Distortion of history by the choice of “loaded”
words used to describe historical events is a com
mon raclst practlce. Rather than

complex societies, cultures and
history books™ use such ad;ee:twm




peoples. o :
The term tribe invokes even more negative

implications when used in reference to American
peoples. As Evelyn Jones Rich® has noted, the term

is “almost always used to refer to third world

people and it implies a stage of development which
is, in short, a put-down.”

“LoADED” WORDS AND AFRICANS

Conflicts among diverse peoples within African
nations are often referred to as “tribal warfare,’
while conflicts among the diverse peoples within
European countries are never described in such
terms. If the rivalries between the Ibo and the
Hausa and Yoruba in Nigeria are described as
“tribal,” why not the rivalries between Serbs and
Slavs in Yugoslavia, or Scots and English in Great
Britain, Protestants and Catholics in Ireland, or the
Basques and the Southern Spaniards in Spain?
Conflicts among African peoples in a particular
nauon have rehg;ous, cultural, economic and/or

 whenever possible in referring to Native American

oppression of thu'd worldpwplfw i
partlcularly insulted by this dynamic
the pervasive “darkest Africa” i image.
widespread in Western culture, evokes an A
covered by jungles and inhabited by “unciy
“cannibalistic,” “pagan,” “savage” peoples.
“darkest Africa” image avoids the geographic
reality. Less than 20 percent of the African conti
nent is wooded savanna, for example. The image
also ignores the history of African cultures and &
civilizations. Ample evidence suggests this distor-4
tion of reality was developed as a convenient ratio-"%
nale for the European and American slave trade. -
The Western powers, rather than exploiting, were *
civilizing and christianizing “uncivilized” and "
“pagan savages” (so the rationalization went). This -
dynamic also served to justify Western colonial-
ism. From Tarzan movies to racist children’s books -
like Doctor Dolittle and Charlie and the Chocolate -
Factory, the i image of “savage” Africa and the myth
of “the white man's burden” has been perpetuated
in Western culture.

A 1972 Time magazine editorial lamenting the
demise of Life magazine, stated that the “lawsh*
ness” of Life’s enterprises included “organizing
safaris into darkest Africa” The same year.the New
York Times’ C. L. Sulzberger wrote that “Africa
history as dark as the skins of many of i
Terms such as “darkest Africa)” “pri
(“tribal”) or Jungle, mreference 0A




Person whose culture or enlightenment is of an
rior grade, especially an irreligious person”
w, the people of Uganda, like almost all
Africans, have serious religious beliefs and prac-
 ‘%ices. As used by Westerners, “pagan” connotes
# something wild, primitive and inferior—another
;’ term to watch out for.
“ " The variety of traditional structures that
*. African people live in are their “houses;” not “huts?”
. A hutis “an often small and temporary dwelling of
~ simple construction” And to describe Africans as
“natives” (noun) is derogatory terminology—
in, “the natives are restless.” The dictionary df‘iblb
tion of native includes: “one of a people inhabiting
a territorial area at the time of its discovery or
becoming familiar to a foreigner; one belonging to
a people having a less complex civilization.”
Therefore, use of “native,” like use of “pagan” often
implies a value judgement of white superiority.

QUALIFYING ADJECTIVES

tions can have entirely different meanings when
used in a racial context. For example, C. L.
Sulzberger, the columnist of the New York Times,
e in January 1975, about conservations he had
people in Namibla One was the whlte

‘Words that would normally have poSitive connota- |

need was there fo

Dirk Mudge was “in
he wasn't? _
A similar example from 21968 Ne:
article reporting on an address by Ly
stated, “The President spoke to the w
Negro officials and their wives” In wha
circumstances can one imagine a reporter fi
it necessary to note that an audience of w
government officials was “well-dressed?”

Still another word often used in a racist
context is “qualified” In the 1960s white
Americans often questioned whether Black people
were “qualified” to hold public office, a question
that was never raised (until too late) about white
officials like Wallace, Maddox, Nixon, Agnew,
Mitchell, et al. The question of qualifications has
been raised even more frequently in recent years
as white people question whether Black people
are “qualified” to be hired for positions in indus-
try and educational institutions. “Were looking
for a qualified Black” has been heard again and
again as institutions are confronted with affir-
mative action goals. Why stipulate that Blacks
must be “qualified,” when for others it is taken for
granted that applicants must be “qualified”? ' -

H-_-. -

SPEAKING ENGLISH

Finally, the depiction in movies
books of tlnrd world people S}




umt out “Ugg’l'g:r “How” The repeated

of these language characterizations functions
to make third world people seem less intelligent
and less capable than the English-speaking white

Wrap-Up

" A Saturday Review editorial"® on “The Environment
of Language” stated that language

.. has as much to do with the philosophical and
political conditioning of a society as geography or
climate. . . . people in Western cultures do not real-
ize the extent to which their racial attitudes have
been conditioned since early childhood by the
power of words to ennoble or condemn, augment or
detract, glorify or demean. Negative language infects
the subconscious of most Western people from the
time they first learn to speak. Prejudice is not merely
imparted or superimposed. It is metabolized in the
bloodstream of society.‘What is needed is not so
much a change in language as an awareness of the
power of words to condition attitudes. If we can at
least recognize the underpinnings of prejudice, we
may be in a position to deal with the effects.

To recognize the racism in language is an impor-
. -m first step. Consaousnws of the -influence of
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