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and it is. Black English is the creation of the black diaspora.
Blacks came to the United States chained to each other, but
from different tribes: Neither could speak the other’s lan-
guage. If two black people, at that bitter hour of the world’s
history, had been able to speak to each other, the institution
of chattel slavery 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, the slave began the for-
mation of the black church, and it is within this unprece-
dented tabernacle that black English began to be formed. 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 language comes into existence
by means of brutal necessity, and the rules of the language are
dictated by what the language must convey.

There was a moment, in time, and in this place, when my
brother, or 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 under-
stand, until today. He cannot afford to understand it. This
understanding would reveal to him too much about himself,
and smash that mirror before which he has been frozen for so
long.

Now, if this passion, this skill, this (to quote Toni Morri-
son) “sheer intelligence,” this incredible music, the mighty
achievement of having brought a people utterly unknown to,
or despised by “history”—to have brought this people to their
present, troubled, troubling, and unassailable and unanswer-
able place—if this absolutely unprecedented journey does not
indicate that black English is a language, I am curious to know
what definition of language is to be trusted.

A people at the center of the Western world, and in the
midst of so hostile a population, has not endured and tran-
scended by means of what is patronizingly called a “dialect.”
We, the blacks, are in trouble, certainly, but we are not
doomed, and we are not inarticulate because we are not com-
pelled to defend a morality that we know to be a lie.
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The brutal truth is that the bulk of the white people’in
America never had any interest in educating black people, ex-
cept as this could serve white purposes. 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 taught by anyone whose demand,
essentially, is that the child 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 un-
trustworthy, 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, future-
less, 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 the people of a country that has managed to
learn so little.

The New York Times, July 29, 1979



