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Because the style and zanguage of the .black folk
tradition have contributed significantly to the development of the

ABSTRACT

. English language, an analysis of black persuasive techniques .and

black communication systems can enhance the teachlng of composition,
rhetoric, and literature for both black 2 white students. Some of
'the persuasive techniques of the black folk tradition include
punning, language improvisation, indirection (a technigue of sending
messages through inpuendo ¢r suggestion), metaphorical ieage making,
bragging, exaggerated language, and the use of words or phrases for
sound, effects. Forms of communication that enrich black language
rangg,i;om #Call and Response,? involving a spontaneous and nonverbal
interaction between the speaker®s calls and the listener's answers
(found in spirituals, work songs, and sermons), to sequencing of
nanratlvps or storytelling that is structured to explain, persuade,
influence, or entertain (illustrated in black folk stories and .
"toasts). Another communication system, semantic s;gnallng by way of
tones, condists of using vocal inflections and voice rhythms to.
convey mneaning .and involves a type ?f talk-singzng.igghl)
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LANGUAGE AND STYLISTIC INPLUENCES OF %HE BLACK FULK
. *  TRADITICK .OF BLACK LITERATUR

by Ejdwarfi-ﬂ.nderscn , REST CQPY AVM‘_ABLE

Inetruction and teaching cf rhggoric, English composition as well
as literature could be more etfective and coul& be enhanced if black
1anauase and stylistlc influences of the. hlaok ‘folk tradition of blatgk

1iteraaure were recognized and used ia}tne claesq'oom.~ The black language

and stylistic influences of thewsblack Folk traditzpn of black literature

are used widely as communicative aspects of our advertieements, conmers
clals, politicel rallles, entertainment world (dxamatic, comical. muslical,
etce), religlous world, Psychoecultural world and 4n some cases in our

educationﬁl settinga However. teacharﬂ and stndenta need to knbw”thp

-

-

pature of and the efrective use of the language and the style that

hae been and st11) 1s used in the biack folk tradition.of black literature. "\
ﬂhese teachers and students need Yo recognlze z2nd to use the influencee

of the black folx tradition - 1anguage and stylc asg these have influenced
the linguistic usage/ty both blacks aa well 2g'whites who often take on

many black language communication usage in croes-cultural communication
proceeees. The black language forms have great relevance for our :

educational enrironmento

*

Theﬂblack la?guage part of the black folk traditon makes
reference t. the words used in the tradition, and thelblack stylistic
'oart of the traditioa{makee reference to how the words are used in" the
black "folk tradition, Thia'informatton should‘be kncwn by teachers in order

that they can Instruct all their students in producing oral‘and'written
compoeitions. 18 lmprovling students®' reading skil)s, apd in analyzing

and interprating black lilterature and much mainstream literature.

PERMISSION TO REPRODUGCE THIS P ’
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A nlements of the black dialect have been nd are £t1ll used eim
tenslively in the blaCk folk traditlon end arg even being carried over
1n£o tge compositioqé of our studep?s since‘they use many of these
exﬂresaions legitimately almost dallys ‘Take nofe of the language of -
black folk tales, black spirituals, black verbal and rhetorical
strategies./fﬂngﬂase end stylistic elements go to make up the upique black
dialect used in the bla-l folﬂ.ﬁradition of blac¢k American literature. .
This black dlalect has a’ heritage-and a legitimate place in the black

i
value 1n students' persuasive language productionse '

folk traditicn and many of the expressions should be recognized for their’

L]

When black people were first brought from th§5“95t Coast, of africa
to American soil, they=shared czmhon cultural patterns Hh10h were rich-
" ipn traditice and folklbre. Their lack of a common language which came
gbbut since they spoke many different diilects as'wéll as theirifate
as slaves did not keeP them frdm'expressiﬁé thelr emqtioﬁé, seﬁsepions, '
*rhythms, &nd irazinaticn. They reveéled theiy African llterary hé@itage
I'through a natlve gift to preduce folk literzture suck as poemry, rhythii-
cal songa, Wise sa}ings, ‘and through oral folk stories with a use of
"vivid 1mager{* figurative ard metaphorical 1anguage, doub}e-edge¢
ﬁocaﬁplary and“senpgnce gtructure. .The unique folk tradi@isﬁ of black
Amefican literatﬁre.included thogé literary tyﬁes,thét are baaically'oral,
such'as black folx ta;es, black folﬁésongs (1,e.,‘sp1r1tuals, blues, . ‘

' héllads), black.sermdns, black jokes ang black ‘'verbal and Thetorical

strategies,such t.8 rapplng, shucking, jiving, runking 1t dovwn, signl-

'fic&tion cI bigniijing and Suundingo
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nlmkat all r_cial ard etnnic groups huwe produced anenymouf music _

and 11 teratures "Theed foli musical and lite“ary fbrmqjure usug. .y produ“ed
!

' epentaheously'and handed down orally from ong- generat on 'to the next.
- ‘-‘.__,’ T . *

- Hence, -in the tremsition#l state), the iiterature cr m sih:mey géin qr

s

. . . & M L] ' .

lose parts of its content or substance, These anonym ue productions may
vary fron place to placee Many versions of & partlcu a& incident (or
oral story oT. litergry form) nay arise about the sam time in varicus

neighboring locali%iee anduclans. Lack of written 1 terary form resultis
\

in differen veroions of a particular incident, stor s or literdxry form.

Black folk iiteratuge had 4ts orfgins .in this same process znd :prang
“+ - kS V > - . R 4 o
basic:lly from Africzn and black American folklore. legends, custons, .and

traditicas, xﬂten suach folk materials were reCOrded, they were then pree ‘

3
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eervet; thus preveuuing changee ’ _ R
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" Although it is worth menticning the importance of some ou standing
black folk traditiun writers of black litérature-rPaul.Iﬁurenc Dunbar,

-»

Chgrl Chezzutt, Jamee Baldwin. Zora Leale Hurston, Sterlins Brewn,,
quphéi?figpn, Margaret Walker, James Weldop Johnson. Haki Madhubuti-

(Don Lee), Nikki Glovanni’uaﬁﬁ Imamu‘Baraka:(iehoi JonerJ, 1t is worth )
taking notdpf Houston Baker' s assertion that "to. menticn other  black
writers ‘wha have employed aspects of the black folklore tradition would
be to mention, almost every writer in the black American literary
~ tradition,” - ‘ ‘ "

¢ Aside £rom this backgrlund materiel. the instruotprs and "the atudents_
first reed to knew that there.}s the blgck vocabdlary or black language

part of the black folk tradition .of black nmerican literature which

h § . e . :‘ ’ ——
Houston A, Baker, Jr., Black Literature in Ame ica (New York: )
McGraw-Hill, Ince, 1971), Pe 20, B

¥
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came about mainly from a West african backgroun&. Bluck vocabulary

of the bluci folk troditiﬁg often 1s called. slang as 1t is used in. the

¢
llinstream sense, but 1t 1s 'a part of the blaok man's ethnioal ienguage .

. and cultural historic 1 backgrpund. An‘examination or look at such works
_ae | U‘larence Ma,jor ] Biotionary of Afro-American Sj__g the W u
Americanisms, Lorenzo ”o Turner bLAfricanism; in the_ﬁalluh_ngggghq ‘T" '
@nqthe Dictionary of American nnglish.ﬁtill Will reVeal a-Wealth of .

black American vocabulaly words previously and;presently in mainstream
Gse throughout America, Some black vocabnlary wordsﬁeame directly
<from Africean origin, others from inilated vord vocabulary origlns, an@
8till otherg#romefricén IoenAtranslated wordse Such words ag "elephant,
®gumbo, " "banjo, booher," "banand," "sorcery," “Juke" as in juke-box,

®rater,™ "cola” as in coca-cola, “oasis," and "turnip" camne directly from

!
.

-

African origin.
l Thé.black folx cral tradltion has produced the fcllowing black
‘ &fricanjlogn-translated words such o] "skin" (give m¢” some skin), dig,
' "okay," and "mean" (taken Just the 0Ppos ite of the.mainstream English usage].
The blaeck muslc worlgd has contributed much to the lexicography of black -

Engiieh usages From this black form of, culture we get such words ae

glg," "cooking," "cnamges" (going through ch&nges), ;" Ydazz "
Groups like the Jackson°Five and the Supremes glve a clean all= "\

American image of black vdcabualry usage which may legitimately be seen
.and used in the classrocmo -?he*Beatles are also indebted to blick music
for much of thelr vocabulary. From the black church znd religious wor&ﬁ .

. We have borrowed auCh words as "shout,? msoul * "Sigter,” ”Brothér," Hell "
and ¥all right. . @lacks, hence, have always used appropriate English for .¥
thair own purpcses and for efrvival reasdns, Beginning ‘Wwith the colonial \ﬂ

]
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‘period of Americ?n Negro slave:y and on- down to coday, blacks havv

adopted some European forms, bat revised them into tctally unigue X~

r

\' preasions.‘ chce, black America"'s SCBES, POSLIY, folk tales, *1tarary,
Verbal and rhetorich forms have double, hidden 2nd some not so hidden
"méanings, Blﬂck Am:TiC?ﬁ in early histb:y and cn down to.today have
devised a system of vocabulary communicative usage that CGﬂld not and'etill
in many cages can not‘be decipherad by the’ mainstream cul%ure. Thia fact.
nust be reccgnlzed bJ mainstirean 1n3tructors znd taken 1nto qccount

;oo
as these instructors seek to eve luate the work producnd by black

_stuhentsg . . !
- It is *orth ncting by 1nstructors znd students that Tany black

vocabuAer sords get intc uszge oy the American nainstream dcminant
4

‘:Txlture and, hénce, they (these biack words) enrich the general

ocabulary of all amerigans. anmples of this procesg may be seen &s
the-laﬁnstream culture taxes on meny of the- bl cx derivad words
previcusly mesticned and uses such ‘black vocabulary wopdé as "obol,“
."hgp,"‘“jiée,“ "jazz," "upticht,* and "rap.," Yet blgck.vocabuigiy ie 1n a
constant flux of chaxn ge. teﬁ vhen blacks desire to cortliue tbeir
use of the "coded" vocabulary and 1anvuase'witﬁ fikurative,.usagb and
Thetorical pcwer, they change the original usase they (blacks) had
originally assigned te the wWorde. Such a case is the change of “hip“ to
‘the rew black use cf the maaning of the word "together." . Black.vocabualry
1s definitely. full of 1mages wnd metaphors, often with two levels of

meanings, one Bleock gnd one;iﬁfte.
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The black style and the black langu.ge of the bl ck folk tradition

L]
¥

of blzck literature coge from the sacred and she secylar combination. ‘

The instructors and the students must be able to recognize this in the

productions of‘tbis folkawork. ‘It is evident from the African heritage

that the spoken or oral word has the greatest value as may be scen in tne..

black oral tradition of thils blacR llterature, Thus, the greatest per- ’
" formance of black language can be seen 1n the, black_sernon; in telliné

.Jokes, parrations, ,Oor myths, in folk saying and- Eroverbs, in rapping in the "

barbershop, beautJ shop, 4§reet corner, and signifwing in generel. The

street corner bleck ranper ‘(6iving an outstanding i;ishy,'exaggerativq,

drgmat*c and spectacular speech) can be ' found in chard Wright's noqel

Vs AR
Black g%x?who used it for survival reasons, . ‘- : . : .

.;'Although the secular style LSvueed on the street and the sacred style
_1s used 1n the church, ‘there 1s‘no dlstinct separaticn betﬁedn;tnem.- @hexe
two‘forms overlep uhen the preacher often uses similer type secular rapse ‘
This fact 1s evidenced by.reedings by black culture poets suoh as Hak C
Madhubuti (Don Lee} or. Imomu Beraka (XeRod Jotes) before 2 blncg?audien

LY

religlous scng singers, ertrsts ard performers move from one world to the

In black musice the two types overJap--bleck blues slhgers and bluck

others "It must Ve noted that the bluck folk tradition language and style
were and are used bﬁ‘Rap Brown, Halcolm X, Martin L. Kinﬂ;lr.,

Jesse Jackson, Benjamin Hooksg and Andrew Young. 'Thei¢ speechee and
wrlting show evidence of the movemént’from the saered_to the secular

eombination with influences of black lenguage and style of the
< black folk t&adition oflblack American literature. ‘




e 1n3truczors‘and §fﬁdqntshqf compcsitioﬁ;'rhéﬁﬁric and lizerature.
ou;d recaognlze fﬁcz the bluck langua;e end t@e blaék étylg tgat make
u tthe saéreﬁ and the, secular foll tradition of black liie;ature can be
seen in maﬂy elements or qual ties of exprelssion of the qusuasive-
techniques of the blackhfnlk adition of the black literature. The o
value of the recbgnition 0: his fact by the writer and the reader zng -
especlally by the instruotor can go far 1n adding’ the d)namic utilizaticn of
this important materidi for classroom edificatlon. .o -
The firﬂt of these purﬂuasive techniques of the blﬂck Tolx
tradition cP biack llteraturé is punnilg or playing on wovds and 1is’
often uced‘bx bluCVS In ?layinr the Dozens (black verbal gane 1u which
gsomeone’'s mother 1¢ “ut down lr a sexual context)) v sermens, in
pollitical tyye rallﬁes and in street corner rapse The next persuagive'
N 'teachnique is the spontaneity of blacK folk expression. It is freedon
to improvise by u@klﬁg advantaae ¢f anytHing that comeg 1nto\Rhe

!

language situation. Third, blacms use f»persuasive techniuue known &=
LI (
indirecetion in which the communlcetlon maker ha$ part by the power of
1gx€ndo or\s g“estion; For example, Malcolm'x once -stdrted & .speech by

\saying° :ﬂ%.‘yl‘ﬁﬁtor, Brothrer Lomax, brothers and slsters and enemles:

f Just caz}t beliﬂve everyone 1n hcre is a friend and I don't want to

leave anJ ne out," * qalcolm £ 1s sending 2 hldden messa £e to his enerles
b

and g aiso putting tqem dqwno Image- eking ls another gquallty of thls

r ( LY

pursuasive @lack lunguage and style. It 1s an important criteria of

of blgck spzéah ip ﬂhiCh there 1s-a use of metaphortcal images and other
Kinds of 1maﬁistic language. Martin L, Kingydre uscad many of these forms

of mﬂtaghorical;lgp”uabe in s “Lettur from Birmingham. . Many black)
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minigters use metayhors wrd imageg in thelr sernons. Many hleox. ,

spirituals uce lmages and metaphors to portray dual pictures and flgures

- L. e

Of the Other-Worldliness &nd ‘the Pere-and Now-World of slavery and bluck

Amerlcan conditions since .the days of slavery.
. 1. /

-]
Ihe bragger technique is the fifth persuaslve device used by the

-

bkﬁ’k rapper or user of the black language and the Black style. He

o

boagts & great deal. "Stag-O-Lee which 1s iaﬁen from black blues and is

often heard in the Toast form (long eplc-llke poem) was one of the greatest

whcqcan do ‘*e undoable. He was so bad that es would \ndt fly around

4

him or flj around his heed in the summertime and even whiﬁ?‘?eo;le were

black boasters in referring to physlcal badni:j;ijd coolness and one

sald to be zfrald of. h1m. (gee uulius Lester s Black Folk Tales, a boox

wvhich glves an ypdated version of this and many,other old black Tolk tales,
in prose forms) Lxaggerated languagc'is also 8 black-perguasiv@ device
wiich' 1s used when reppers (the.black talkers or black wrlters) u;é

talk with ﬁncommon words and #arely used e pressions. Martin L. King,dre
once called a matter "incandescently clear,” Persuasive tonal semantics
finally expresses verbal power wnich can be achleved through -the use of .
words or phrases carefully chosen for sound effects. What 15 lmportant 1s
for the fapper to meke wWords sound good although the words may or nay not
mak& sense, Muhammad All oftegjiiids fn thls black tradit n with his.
taunting rhythm that predictes hls oppcnente' defeataﬁa Inétructors should
be.made aware gqf thF validity of the above stated verbal stategie° used -

for persuaslive effects,’ and they. should take them 1nto consideration as
. ) v ™

valld products of & rich black fclk-traditlen of black llterature that hes

rhetorical power.

-
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Other ways that instructors and students need to know how agd that

‘black aXpress themsedves persuaefvelf\by using t?éfbleck folk tradition of
N
black 11§er;ture are through the use cf Call .znd Response (African derived).

¥ : .

Sequencing of Narratives, Semantic Signaling by Wey of Tenes and Sig- \
nifying or Soundinge -In each of theee forms there 1ls the combination of
the blgckzseedlar (non-religieus) and the sacred {religious) forms of
expression. and the dualism t¢ eeh;eve harmony -2nd hetence which 1is
4fricen derivede . . . (A L

In Call end Response blaCk communicatiOn syetem there 15 a
epontaneous &n$ L.n-verbal ingersctlcn belween the epeaker & or writer 5
statements cr "calls” which are/¢mphasized or punctuated by the lietener s
or reader!s answers or "responses." This form of expressidn i1s found in -
blgck Spirituals, ?1305 blues, black work‘eonge, black sermons {the preacher
is responded to by ihe congregation), new black ,oetry and poetry Treading
sessions_agg poiitieal.rallies and simlrar type gatheripge. ﬁady
etudentet glassroom work contalns this'dommugication.procese-for emphasis
. in their oral and.written compositione The‘hall-Response de#ieejis evident
in the black work song "Many'Thc&!;nd Gone" and "Follerjde Drinkin"Gou’d"
Richard dright used énis teehn;gue in’the -funeral sermone in his novel

A o
The Long ‘Dreame In the novel Thé Invisible Man Ralph Ellison used the '

Call-ﬁesponse process in its éecuiar context, He used thie form to tell

the story of the Haltlian general Toussagnx L‘Ouverture who led a successw

ful slave revolt iu 1791. ' -_ 5"1 s

In Sequenciqgof Narryative one sees the story-telling that;is s0 evident
among Africarns an@ Black Americans. It conslsts of sléﬁi and plantetion—,t
tyve folk taies (Brer Rabbl}. John Cyele‘stories, hant tales, ghost’teles,
uﬂte}craft tales, conjuration tales, .preacher tales, etc.) in which inciﬁents
and events ere precented in a black rhetorical fonm used to explein &
" point, to persuade believere oi_oppgsing v1ewa, to win friends, to

.
1 ' »
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inrluence people or simply to entertain. For example, Cherlss Chesnuf;)
an early black Ameriean‘xriter. presented the black folk narrative form in

hie "The Goopherea Grapevine" and many other of his talés in his -~ ..

2he Oonjure Womane In "The Goophered Grapeving” there 1s & character
Uncle Jullus, an ex-slave, who tries throuéh a conjdraticn witty story

%o fool a white Northern couple into not buying a vineyard which hze made
L small
him prosperouse Many of- the black tales pinpelnfithe underlining/animals

(ar black persons) who are supposedly weak and who outsmart the large

-

— " Blzed animals or enemles, usally the whi te representativeSo In Americs

' today there 1s & black yarn spinner Just like the ancient African
day
counterparte Sonme preeent/stories are tall talee. stories about‘God and

e

Biblical figures, historical henoes and events 1A real 1ife. Soge

black blues%(secuier) or black splrftu&ls (sacred) present this Sequencing

of Narrative. Toe present day type of trickster tales are ‘the black .
Toast;\which present the poet axnd the hero in a. fearless_state'and tell
the tale in eplc form w‘hicb shouts a’ "toast to the bad (cr terribvle ot
good or excellent) character in pinpointing the“herOo Some of these
:roasts are ""igni.fying Monkey.""Stagolee." "Shine." *Sinking of the
"M tantic” and "Dolemite. Noted black Eoetress Nikki Glovanni in her .
“Ego Tripping/presente an outstanding Tozst, thus oIeVati.ng the Toasts
above the berbershop. .pool halls, street corner, and prison. where they
are mogt ofter heard. . . ‘ t,

Jullus Lebter re~cet,the poetlc "SLagolee” toastsin his book _
'Bl@%!.ﬂhlk.lﬂlﬁﬂoand 1t has‘the flaver of a legitimate form of black
felk tredition pros;, Thesefforms of narration inclﬂ&e cnaracterizatiOn.

‘plot, deteils. oftern relatcd digresoions. and outétanding verbosity

*L-\D-

‘which 1s efﬂectively used to tell the etory. Qften figurative 1anuuage,

zimcg g, or BYmbols are used in thls type of narra+ion. A
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Also bignifj*"g and the mildly termed bounding are persua31ve black
verbal strategies tnct Ay effeotivoly/used in the cémmunicatior'\gﬂssroom.,
They refer to inoulting somecLe, and they invclve boasts, implying, begging.
Or lnclting ;omeore through the u,e of gestures in verbal pﬂjg. Signifying
refers tc talking with great inuendo, 1o C&rP, to needleL to 1lie, and .
to cajoles It means the abili%y to talk arouna the subject while never
quito coming to the point. It also means 'making fun pf a person or a
sltustion. Signifying is chardcterized by indirection, metaphorical-
inagistio, hu.norous end\ironica]}tachniquea %nd uses playing on wordg, .

*ﬁ\rﬁytgmic,SQuEncy and sounds It can bs a one-liner or a eeriee of .loosely .
reluted statements or & long connected story, "Goodnight/'sleeo tight/'
Dor't let the bed outs\bite s an example of a black folk rhyme song
using the forn of'Signifying.: Maleom X on Martin L. King,Jdr. %% non.-
violent I?VOlyﬁion (referring to ‘the c!mmon practice of singing "wWe Shall -
Overcome?datna.di?il RigE}s protest gathering in the 1960's) said |
“In'a-revolution you svfnging, rot singlng." Signifying cenf{be found
also in Lawd Toda‘g by Richard wrignt. S '

‘demantic’ aigraling by Way of gcnes (African derived) is another one
of the deiﬁces_of the black folk tradition of black literature that'may -

:'suriace in iﬁé oomposition classroom, It consists of a use of vocel
inflections and volce rhythms to portray meaning in the comsunication
systemc It sCWS the use of the songificd pattern ‘apd the musical quality.w
§5:1 Has used by such perple es Malcolm X {oral ‘and written‘fpeeches), ‘
Jesse Jackson (oral und Prltten speechesy, Martin Ls King,Jr. (oral ¢nd
written speechres) c¢hrd iichard Bryor.‘ Sound is of utmost importance .
in the meaning of the blz ck ptylistlc expressions The interaction‘between
wiat is said how it i1s sald, wto “ayg it,r to ‘Hhom 1% 18 Said, and t?e ’

socio-cultural context in which it is udid affects the listener or the

e b

\reader. Hence, tope scrves as a register of meening in Blatk ;nglish and

. o
~ [ - . 14 .

'




may be seéﬁ,{h repe-ition and alliterztion, pdzy on wgr&s, rhyme, talk-
’ A fu ’ . “ . -
singing and intonations Talk-singing mey be seen in contemporar;y black

+

ppetry in an inoorporation of nmusical lyricqand lines fb be song withlin
the‘strpcture of -a poem. \Inamu Baraka's. (LeRoi Jones) poem "The Nation

‘ie Like Qurselves" is an example hereo Haki Madhubuti 5 (Don Lee) poem .
"Don't Cry, Soream” 1is an example of how a poem is to be read and sung at

. the same time. Madhubuti 5 repetition of "change" throughuut his poem
"Poenm to Oomplement QEEE? Poems shows how the poet seeks to .get the blacké
to change their reality and pepception and gain 2 new sta ton conscicusmesss
Use of stress%nd pltch in principdl words 1n the black stylistic ways shows
b&ack 1ntonation Ain black folk literature.l Rhyme also remains important
although the free verse (used by Giovenni and Madhubuti) 1s used in the,

”
t black folk tradition and 1s more ak.n o prose writing. N N o

S

Instructors ma}\“raw upon the black deviceshxgﬁ»%60hniqueﬁ shown *

here for treig discusslons and fbr application 1n their composition -

classes 1n getting stude 1t8 to‘writez:jfe persuasivex? and 1n literature

" classes in getting studentg to aﬁgly nd adequbtely 1nterpret literary.

‘works. It 1s'ev1dent thﬂt blaqk-studente nee& to‘gt ﬁa&E“more aware of

multi—ethnic studiesy such ag the black materials presented here, but
"1t is also evident thet white mainstream culture students and other .
\

" minoritlies znd Lnstructors need to. know more_about the‘pon-mainstrea.m~
. . —

culture ix crder to prevent thelr receiving-g distorted picture of tﬁe{
reat'hﬁeridéntwérl&o"Hence"this deea not mean‘giving white’students
black studies for the sake of. olack pomer or- cultural enrichment, but it
1nstead meane that there are some fundamental cultural langnége g
linguietic differences that must be understood and that may be adequatelyz

”~

used in composition, -rhetoric and literature classes.\
o ; .
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