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THEORETICAL AND RESEARCH ISSUES IN BLACK COMMUNICATION
Arthur L. Smith
Theveho:ﬂmous lack of research into the communicafive patterns and

lbehavior*s of blacks has confounded the best intentions of recent writers ard has
kept us locked "mto an infinity of misunders‘tandings . The philosophical and
theoretical problems of black speech and speakers in the last quarter of the -
- twentieth century will be concerned with the varied modes of how black people
say something . Unfortunately, in spite of some initial sfudies induced, in part,
. by the platform rhetoric of the de_cade of the sixties, there are indications that
a sustained exam'ination of black comrﬁuntcation ard 1anguage wi.ll‘ have tb_ be. -
based on systematic theories and a general explication of .Aﬁﬂicani_sms in

black American speech patterns.

Perhaps few people use vocal communicéﬁéﬁfki—h as many and varied
ways as the Afro-Americans, and the research that has been done, including my
own writings, has scarcely unearthed the linkages and networks responsible for
the significance of the spbken word in black America .1 A r*ich.oral tradition,
augmented by ilyriéal aspe‘cts emerging from the slavery experience, contribute
fo the impact of theAword . Saying sdmething and doing something are parts of
the same event, and it is this marriage of word and action which remains to be
fully understood. The emphasis here is upon the spoken word as a significant
modality in human activity. Thus, vocal communication emerged in Amer;ica
émong the slaves as the vehiéle _for*\essay's, jokes, novels, and short stories.
In later times the preacher may.have been to Afro-Americans as the storyteller

was to Africans. He established moods, disseminated the folk-wisdom of the

community and commented on ‘contempor‘ary morality.



In reviewing the work that has been done and is now in progress several
problems are evident, all apparently related to the kinds of questions we have
raised. The works that have emerged from our theorists and critics have been
interesting and frequently provocative, but they{héve been fairly uncreative .
Ard while one may respond with some validity,’ that the historical-critical
approach is needed to put major figures in historical and critical perspective,
it is not enough for those interested in some keen understanding of how black
people have come to use and appr*eciate' the spoken word to_engage in, what

" becomes, r*eiative é.dditio:ﬂ§ to hiétor*y but little or no additions to thcory of
communication. The‘d,evelopm'eht of theories of r*hetor.i_c, capable of explaining
how 1an.guageﬂf’unctiohs in the community of men, lS our most cr*itic_:al';‘nission .
And how the explication of black public spzaking relates to that m_i-ssion determines
for us its universal sigr;ﬁf’icancé . The practice of analyzing major speeches by
prominent per*sonalities} in order.to ascertain effect'i'veness certainly has its
place but it has been criticized,. both righ'tly and-wrongly, in some of its -
features. Surely we cannot incorporate into the study of black communication
patterns the mistakes of those who have explored platform speakers with no
theoretical base in mind or who have not ind‘icated the linkages and connections
of the total communicative afmospher*e . T am of the opinion that we do not have
to hang explorations of black communication from the same old tree. In fact,
there are, as there ought to be, implications in black research directions for
other areas of the field. This paper shall describe each of several sorts of
research frontiers in black comenication by indicating its scope and possible

methodological duesti.ons .

Linguistic Continuity Research investigates similarities in usages,
voc,abuiar*y, .and eXpression between West African languages and the spoken
_}anéuage of Afro-Americans, both North and South. This research islfundamental
to the African continuum and seeks to establish tHe presence of an A\f‘;r*ican

consociation in the new world. Such interest in cohtinui‘ty has artifactal
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implications, insomuch as what is being diseussed, is not necessarily a formal
materiai artifact but a function, a sense, for which the evidence of continuity is

" not found in conventional methods of proof. Mervyn A‘Lleyne gives the exampief~ of
the Rastafarians in Jamaica for whom language is a r*onstant creation and re—.
shaping of words to bring about a closer relation of form and thing meant.2 This
he calls in somewhat unclear language, a formal link without the cor*r*esponding

. African content. Herskovits found nearly the same phenomenon.in Brazil and
portions of Central America, and Smith in a paper entitled, "Analysis of
Continuity, " published by the African Studies Center at UCL_/;«, argued that
sense and function is also-present i.n the speech of blacks in the United States .8
“This is yet an area of more c.onjectu_re than science, but will ultimately find its
legitimacy in inferences based upon material artifacts: spoken words are

artifacts. Lorenzo Turner's comprehensive and singular work, Africanisms

in the Gullah Dialect Significan'tly contributed to interest in this ar*ea.4 Whiile .

Turner's work was primarily documentary, the implications were far reaching
for the linguistic continuity studies. Language as the principle bearer of .
culture is a proper instrument to study in onden to ascertain the limitsof’
continuity which can provide us a clue to how blacks have come to use the spoken
word . But we must always be w_ar~y.oF the vocabulary item itself as an indication”
of continuity. Vocabulary items are limited; they may or may not be used by a
population. So while the WC.)I"k‘ of continu'ity scholars is important and admirabl_e
we must not be led into believing that the vocabulary item is the end. More
important, perhaps, is the appioach to language, the presence of a ce'rtain

attitude toward the use of language.

Work being done by William Stewart and several of the research
associates at the Center for Applied Linguistics is of pnoced'ur~a1 significance
in studying linguistic continuity because the attempt to correlate place of origin
with intensity of Africihnisms pr*ov1des the researcher with a more solid base for
his hypotheses . Perhdps the publishing of F’hilip Curtin's new book the Afmcan

Slave Tr«ade w111 have ;an impact upon the linguistic and communication researchers

in search of more detalled information regarding the points of origin and arrival
[ ' o
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of Africané . Hopefully, we will see a sort of bigamous relationship in this area

© where spezch communication weds anthropology and tinguistics in order fo
produce a concise statement of the communicative behavior, as was Hiétohically
Mmanifested and as is currently manifest anmmong blacks, par*.ticu]arl_y in the
regions of Georgia and South Carolina that received the gr*eétest number of
Africans near the end of the slave trade. If one determines that people from
South Carolina descénded from MHausa, rather than Yoruba, certain unique'

_ linguistic imp_lic-atibhs are present. But aren't we obfuscating the whole fnatter’?‘
African slaves were seldom ali of one ethnic or linguistic group, although some

- grcups tended to brédominai;c? in certain regions. Clearly, for example, the Twi-
speaking Ashanti peopled much of ‘Jarnaica; but there is a strﬂ'o;qg Congo population
around the Eastern shore. Thus, we can only hope th_at scholars who work in this
aréa will consult g_e'ographer*s and historians in order to isolate the major influxes
of people. Such information is needeé‘] to make sense out of black communicative
patterns and to establish blla'ck norms Continuity research must'have as its
ob_]ecuve the exphcatlon of behavior. And a premiée of this Pesearch'is that

cer~tam cultur*al f’ac,tors influence how one communicates.
I1

Metarhetorical Theory, according to Martin Steinmann, investigates

theories of Phetori.c anc produces matatheories of rhetoric .b r\/\e’.ca%:heor*ies are
decided upon, r~ather~ than discov_er\ed > and.as such are products of logical analysis,
rather than empirical investigation .6 I suspect that this will be one of the mo}*e
fruitful frontiers because schoalars will want to devise holistic views of rhetoric
within a multi—ethnic society. Already work is-under*way to ir\terpr*et the

diverse Symbohsms of our society in order to formulate a meanmgf’ul metatheory
for rhetorical SltuatIOhS within an ethnically and racially pluralistic community.
Such a metatheory is to be justified rather than verified, arnd as Steinmann
v.suggests, its justification would be based upon the success of those,r*hetor*ics that
coﬁf’orm to “it.7 Included in any métathéor"y of rhetoric which would argue for

symbolic engineering would be a de»f:initiye statement of the symbolic behavior of

ENC : .




black Americans. What inventional orocesses figure in the development of
symbols among blacks? What aggregations of attitudes end opinions serve to
bring about symbolic constructions? This discussion, however, could not

take place without providing an understanding of symbolic structuring generally .

In recent years, I have given more and rmore attention to this problem
in my own research. The fruit of that research however sweet or bitter is
presented in fhe following assumptions about black communication. I admit
that they are much like legalistic commandments but they must not be accepted .
as final law until; as Well be explaincd later, our déscr«ipfions are complete.
Afterall, the descriptions of what we biack people do when we speak orvw:ﬂite
give rise to theories about those functions.

Assumption 1

Rhetoric as concept is foreign to the traditional

African ethos.

That is, rhetoric as conventionally understood and written about is not
found émd has no parallel in traditional African societies. This is not to say that
speaking does not exist or that persuasion does not exist. But rather this
assumption underscores the western origin of rhetoric as a concept predicated
upon certain basic western ideas about how man cbmmunicates with man. 'THus, '
to say "black rhetoric'" is to speak an aberration. Furthermore, the constant
emphasis of the term cannot establish its rectitude any more than talk can

redirect the flow of a river.

Rhetoric is foreign to the African ethos (hers used in the sense of Kwame
Nkrumah's African per*sonallty) because .it accepts reason as the supr*eme authority.
What must be under*stood by those of us who would plumb the depths of’ black
expression is that reason is mer*ely one author‘tty in the midst of many authorities.

Assumption 2

Africans in America place considerable reliance on

rhythm in expression.

By "rhythm!" I rnean a uniform recurrence of an accent._or beat which




speaks from the public platform he must make his woerds conform to music.
Recurrent sound in emphasis and volume indicates a reliance on rhythm, an

essential element of human pronunciatio. This dependence on rhythm is properly

identified by Janheinz Jahn as nomnho, the generative q'Qality of vocal expression.
In such forceful presentations as were given by Malcolm X or Martin Luther King
in tHe 1960's nommo is developed by the paraphgrnalia of the occasions so that
music and speéch invoke the cohesion of the audiences. To speak forcefully is
to speak poetically, and the speaker who fails to realize that fact, black or.white,
will not be effective as an orator within the community.

‘ Assgmption 3

Spoken discourse by Afro-Americans suggest specific

criteria for evaluation.

All spokeh discourse ushers forth from some social, political or
hereditary context. In other words, what we do when we speak publicly is
determined in‘pa; t by some coritext, which is definitionally a constraint. Yet

this fact does exist and influence spoken discourse. The observable elements

‘of a black communicative situation suggest, and the'y have been further confirmed

in the literature, that indir*ectivon, imagination, styling, rhyttim, and the
emotional play upon' reason or the intertwining of reason with emotion, constitute

evaluation factors. Questions-such-as What are the dimensions of rhythm

~employed? How does the speaker establish interna}l rhytkm? How is indirection

utilized’to influence audience acceptance of the speech? Is the communicator's

imagination capable of leading the audience toward intellectual and emotional
") -

f‘ulf’illmexjt.' These and other questions are important to the discovery of a

prototypfcal black public speaker.
111

Diachr*onic—Synchr‘onic Critical Research demonstrates, histofically

- and comparatively, whether public speeches by Africans and Afro—Americans

possess any similarity in structure, argument, tone, ard expressive sense

(which is the sum total of a speaker's .physica'l and vocal movement during a

-\

—_—



gi'vén _public utterance). But its primary objectivé_, unlike that of linyuistic
continuity research, is not to isolate a lineal relationship betwee.n Africa and’ ;
Afro-American through investigation of the spoken word, and its final product {
therefore, is not a Justlﬁcatory statement concerning Imqulsth lineality, ’J
although that is conceivably a proper and perhaps valid by—product of an

intensive dlachromc—qynchr*omc cri tlcal design. As a frontier of communication
research among blacks, it shows how all historical information producing
research is comparative. 'For; a particular examination 6f African communication
behavior (Chaka's war speech to his sub-Chiefs, say, or Ogotomelli's three day
recitation of Dogon philosophy) it draws conclusions about that situation by
comparison with similar events in history. What it shows is whether or not
African comrﬁunicatopsg or Afro—American communicators, act or react
differently to given rhetoMcél purposes and themes. If, in f’éct, there ar*e"
divergencies, discovered by diachronic-synchrohic critical research, those
disparities mus‘t.bé examined because ‘possgbly fhey spggést new norms for
certain kinds of rhetorical behavior, and new norms establish a base for a

whole new body of knowledge .

IV

Descriptive Field Studies describe in‘vesi':iga;tions that seek to discover
"what it is like' in black conﬁr’nunic_ative situati'ons,‘or'”what is going on' when |
the black communicator speaks. Perhaps it is only when we have adequately
described black communicative behavior will we know whether traditional theories
take account of. the phenomenon' or not. At'such time, it will be possible to offer
new theories or hypotheses to explain the phenomenon of’ black commumcatlon.
-As Charles Redding points out,. desvr* iptive field studies that employ neither
"manipulation nor quantification, may make risky generalizations, but cannot be
"dismissed as possessing no significaint scientific viilue ."8 In fact, Katz
contends that ''this type of study proyides a great, deal of information about a
community or a culture with an‘economy of effort .”9 A descriptive field study

might seek to validate or invalidate theories given as applicable to communicaticn

. _7_
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aMong blacks. So long as the field researcher can perform his research and
the subjects perceive no deviations from everyday routines or if perceiving
deviations do not see them as research induced, the study may be labeled as
a field study.1_ 0 Such studies can be made of various situationé and the
method of exploratory case study can be applied. The student of black
communication then, seeks social, religious, and political situations for
study, and would endeavor, where possible, to apply what Webb calls

unobtrusive Mmeasures in order to do nonreactive research.

V -

Kinesic Taxonomy

AE;FOUp of researchers are now interested in developing an extensive
Nnotational system of Afr‘o—-American non-verbal behavior. Most of the _r~esear~ch'
will probably be descr_ipti‘veh initially in an attempt to settle on the important
factors which constitute norms for black behavior'. As is now becoming evident
in medical science, people of one>gr~oup do not necessarily conform to the
norms established 'f’or‘ another. Thus, it is possible that the kinesic norms
of blacks will differ from those of whites.

et

Conrceivably, researchers intér*ested in exploring this field will beg'm.
with gestural patterns and then move to more complex behavioral systemé .

- Actually, this area of movement research is more closely related to speech
communication and is therefore one of the most fruitful for a study of Afro-
American communication. By es,tarb-lishing the norms of kinesic behavior, we
will be able to develop a more complete communication theory or at least a

more systematic view of the total area.

The student of black kinesics will raise questions about certain platform
Mmannerisms, desturés, and mass physical movement. In fact, such studies
would not merely note the '"victory walk" but attempt to assign meaning to it

based upon contextual considerations as well as group behavior. Description




must be followed by interpreiation, and it 1s conceivable that many interpretations

will lead us to sociology and psychology .
VI

Ridialectal Research which would explore the use of contrastive approaches

in teaching speakers of Black English is of pedagogical siénif’icance . Not cnly will
research -in this area teach us how to improve the student's comprehension of
English, but-‘&t‘ Should also help us know how to clarify for the learner those
stwuc_ture;and uses being heard at home. I am not étlggesting that the speech
comn:\unication scholar, howevr~,; whose primary éoncern is the proceus of verbal
interaction, get involved in producing like, Garvey and McFarlane studies of
sentences using fifteen different syntactic and merphologic features which
differed between Black English and English. Qur research has to be more
substantive in terms of how people communicate with others. Certainly the work
of Orlando Taylo,r‘., Beryl Béiley, Edith Folb; and Walt’Wolﬁﬂam are impor*taht
to bidialectal r*eseér*ch, but speech c‘ommunication séholar*s must ask questions;
about the relative value of people being able to make a statement, answer a
question, or define an issue in d‘if’f’er*ent languages. Already we know that

black children labeled slow learners ére frequently trying to capture the
language as well as the content of classroom discussions. In this sense the '
ciass:aoom is a f’o'r*eigh situation to a black child and he reacts much like the
student who speaks only English in thé so—-called standard version in a classr*oonﬁ
Where the only languag’;é/ys“poken or understood by the teacher is Geechee. If the
ihsthuctor* asked "How sky stun?" the student,. though perhaps bright, would not
khOW how to respond. His experiences at home, on the playground, at the beach,
in the mounfains, and at the museums\have not prepared him for this language.
How is he to know that "How sky stun?" is to be translated "What color is the
sky?" So for lack of knowledge he remains silent énd the teacher IIabe‘zls him
educable rﬁentally retarded. Thus the c;ir*ectioh in research i‘n this area should
not be strictly confined to the use of the conjugated f’or*mé cIJf"_tg_g, the use of the

invariate be for the habitual pr*eséht, or. ihvestigations of the past—perfect-past

—O-



e‘xchange; alternative ways of saying something in the classroom in order to

facilitate comprehension must be explored.

Symbolic Engineering Kesearch is concerned with how cultural symbols,

linguistic and historical, can be manipulated to effect multi-ethnic social

. p_lur*aiism; it is, in its essence, research into the ph.ilosophy of symbols,
r-esea'r-chebs-in this area as it pertains to black comnmunication patterns will
want to ascertain the iimpact of Europe_an cultural symbols on African sociatiorﬁ
and tHe extent to which linguistic symbols are indications of social reality. I
do not expect this to be done within traditional speech depart_ments but spéech
departments or communication depar*thwents are the logical places for such a
st.udyr. Questioné such as v_vhét are the bases behind the symbols employed?
How is invention a part of the symbolic pr*oceés? — are all integral in the
formula to understand symbolic engineering. One may start with the. &
Whorfian hypothesis and explore the relationshio of language to society,
but beyond that it should -be possible to suggest, without pre_sumption,
what small steps can be taken to assure that Grace Episcopal Church in
San Francisco will not assume that by putting the profiles of ten white men
on its windows that it has in facc memorial»ized the "ten greatest men in
world hist'ory.” Qommunication theorists must expose such ethnocentric
messages as deliberate attempts, often in the name ‘of’ religion, to inculcate

racism.

VIII
The preceding discussion should help to clarify the theor*eticgé‘lm-
directions conFronting scholars interest.d in black c.ommuriic:_ation. In a B
'nar~r~OWer~' sense, perhaps, there has been a focussing of the épot?.ight on i
possible indices for evaluating black communication behavior, platform
and interpersonal. |
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In the first instance the theoretical problems have really not been
surmounted. There is a frustration with all of this - there always' is when naw

paths are being cha~ted and new formulations sougtit. “he whole discussion of

tlack communication hinges upon our acceptance of the position that what is '

descriptively true of white speéch and speakers is not necessarily true of

black speech and speakers. Such a position does not entail.a further position

that what is theoretically true of white speech and speakers is untrue of black

speech and speakers. A theory in its simplest form is an analysis of a set

of facts in relation to one another. Thus descriptive facts of white speech

and black speech may differ while the same theoretical principle may hold.

The minimum prerequisite for conﬁmun’icaﬁng our idéas about
descriptive facts is acceptance of rules regulating the r*elétions among facts .
Isolation of facts by observation and experiment constitutes the first round
of theory construction. As we isolate morc facts wé' will'be able to explain
more readily how they fit into the whole. The immediate task, then, for us

is to clarify the issues of facts that distinguish black communication behavior .

"We know, for instance, that there is something in a traditional black
sermon that moves rhythmically as the speaker progresses toward the end of
his speech. What distinguishes this unique singing or chanting from other
speech behaviors has not been made clear. Apart from the fact that it is a
special way of producing sound, we must exam'mé its psychological and

sociological bases.

Clearly there are diverse directions to be taken in communication
research among blécks . I have not intended, by encouraging wariness,. to
- suggest that no historical-critical research be done. Certainly scholars
interested in black communication behavior might examine classical schemes
with attentior to how innovations accompanied public speaking. Examinations
of this type serve to provide the scholar with breadth when investigating contempo-

rary events. Thus, the r*e'tationshib of history architecture, politics, economics
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to communication provide us with a view of how the communicative process

changes in the face df other phenomena.

7Fur~th_er~»mor~e, the scholar will want to compare and contrast classical
schémes with non-western cultures . If an architectonic concept for rhetoric is
to be fouhd, speech communication scholars will have to attend to ard expior*e
several fertile directions. I am certain to have omitted something going on
somewhere, there are lots of parts that do not yet fit together. Take, for
insténée, the connection between black aesthetic and black cbmmunication .
The folk literatur = would sudgest that art, particularly music, is closely
allied to speech. Thus another path leads off and we havs yet to venture
beyond the suggestive note. 1 am now convinced th_at those of us in this
area of research must use all avéilable methods, perhaps devise new ones,
face our theoretical and prdcedural difficulties, not stoically but with
ﬂekibil_ity, learning to mix our intuitive rumination with empirical data, though
never being slaves to empiricism, bL;t understznding its place in the acquisition
of knowledge as we under*sténd the humanism of the people whose communication

we hope to clarify.
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