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Figurative Devices

FRjarative Dzvices In Black Lancuage: - i

Smee Socio-Psyziol inguistic Observ==ions

This,ﬁaper i=.=n attenpt to make teachers mor=:aware of zertain

llngunstlc skills prezeszed 2y black . Jn]drn.n, avhy t'nase skiils are impor-,

tant, and how thev migtr be ccaputzmintzmn upmn in th& classroom se:':tlng

R

The sk|1l that I am referrirp o is the - ma:mpulatnon nf figuraziz.= devnces.
.' wlthln the black comn\"mny, ~=1Wece on maonlite ra! Tirterpretaticor s a . ‘
. ‘_/. . . * -

s ,
phenomena as often witreﬁsed AT s prazticed. Yhis papsr ==yen

. forms of nonl lteralness prezd ot in &ladk language: munltsesrwu: .be '

dlscussed the rhetorlc =Tvle of =imriisters, pmvems and say"r'-"' ., idioms,. '

'fo'l'fktales;_ signifying, merkdmg, and zgumdirg. Each o7 these 'comun-it:stive
- a0
‘deviE:e.s involves figurative ‘Jemnguage 0 one form or @nother and is employed.

“in varying degrees ’.;y -childe=r, adolescents, and aduits -From both" urizsn

‘a

-and rural environments.  Exarmies wi'l be drawn from works written: by fabov

= (1972), Mitchell-Ke'rnan (1972’);‘, Smizhermam, (1977). and our ownjobserations.

. ~ R N O
" .-Rhetorical Style of Black Mimisters , - ] \ '

Much has ‘beeri written about .t = Juwiiizy of meaning found in the lacky

r_n'an_'-s' religion.. Tke songs, prayers, axd ;rreaching"all display a 'mul:'i- - \
o .pl lClt\/ of’ meamngs and messages wision may- not—aH be apparent to those o e

' ~outsnde of the comumty. Forlexamslie,. wiren the slave ~owners Were lnsten-
: - R =] J-‘»

mg to the meiodu volces of thelr WO rieTs singing "Stea! Away to Jesus" e

"and "Wade in the Water," llttle dld they tealize that preparatnons were

\.ﬁ A \
1

'fbelng made ?or an escape to the North. ‘'Steal Away'* belng a 'g_all for those'v_.
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" to those already en route that plantation owners and dogs were in pursuit”

- for Inberatlon“ (p 113). He“goes on to. say that“the black preacher ”Iets’ -

Figurative Deyvices
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-

s]aves who weTre ready to make the journey, and ''Wade in the Water" signaling

and that they shoul'd ""wade, in water'' o avoid oetection. o . oy

The rhetorlcal :tyle of black preachers has recelved considerable

et "

atIentlon,‘not only in the dramatlc arts, but in numerous. studles devoted

“ to black folklore. - Black m|n|sters -have often been portrayed. -as llvely

g

and nnventlve in thelr oratory’ style (Smltherman 197/, Mltchell 1970)

One cruclal element of this sry!e is the rampant use of flguratlve Ianguage.

A common’ pattern is for the m»n'ster to draw a parallel between acscrlptual

source and_aAcurrent-world SItuataon.i Accordlng %o Mltchell (1970), the
B T

-~ .
.o

Bible "provides. the basis for unlimited creatiyfty'in'the telling of rich -

. . - . e
Sl . . . . . : . )

'and intereating,stories, and these-narrationSCommandrapt attention; while

the eternal truth is brought to bear ‘on the Black expertenre and the struggle~i‘

v
- o

. ' Lo

'theWBJble use'hlm._.,.‘.;not merely to enterta|n but to get aq;oss a'spiritual’

ﬁessage” (pp. 113, 133) Consider the fo]lownng excerpt from a sermon’
entltled "From Disgrace to uLgnity“' ' : I s o .

‘ fNow llsten to this verse' “He was snttlngﬂat “the feet of Jesus'

;c!othed and in his rnght mlnd and they were “afraid." T
crothed e

,,Thls is an indication that whlle {ﬁy man.was torn apart,
‘while: he was naked and’ wnthout |ntegr1ty, R A
“while he .was not together, ~h e e

v‘whlle he’ was wuthout hIS clothes,ﬁu

~.;when he dldn t know Jesuswand dldl}t”gnon"h§mseffg

uf;f;body waS'concerned about hsm ‘,
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o o S . ‘ o ' -7 Figurve Devices
when they found him hEnnlng arournd Jesus.
when they found hlm together, they were:afrald

| see a black and white man - parallel here:!
As long as we ‘were strugglln' in the cotton fields of Tbnnessee, Genrgia,

Alabama and‘MlSSISS|pp|

: ,WIth cottonsacks across our shoulders and to our side, .. ) ,

, plckln' cot”on and havin'. our flngers burnin' with StlnginJ cotton worms -

T that coul rde under the cotton Ieaves,

e . ~

as ]ong as;we were barefoot P o

actually and symbollcally, ' , ’¢fth s

laughsn' when we were not tickled,. .
as Iong as we were sayan' "Yes snr” and “No ma am“ wnen we really meant

“Hell no

’ as Iong aslwe were ‘in that\bag, tied up wnth Christmas paper, wnth the
ﬂ-'f symbol of! Santa Claus on it and he was White, Amer:ca was satlsfted

But when the American looked up an' saw us standlng before the supreme

o

A.ld, - , Court . . s . © ‘ o ., e . s &

: ,4nterpret|ng the constltutuon much better than those who wrote !t-~ p

e . Ty ) “ L

. hlngs began to get upset. - Dot e
. :' One “day ~?“1 6 , L o AP )
“Amerlca sawius marching to the voting booth, :
sitting down at lunch counters, '

and all of Amerlca became afraid

. . - 4

¢ And ‘as the movement contlnued ’ S e 2

< v

‘every commun|ty in th= nat:on found it necessary to draw up new~_:

e

v o,

approprlatlons for pollce equnpment LI R ' -
They started tralnlng ‘men how to shoot thelr guns rather than how ' to
H [ . ,_

:{thlnk better.# o A o
“And they fo d the man- out of whom the devnls were departed =it ti ng -

“ﬁ' _at ‘the" feet of_Jesus o }
~ clothed and in hlS rsght mlnd B C
"and they were afra|d " (Tatum Note 1) - 'bh~.h ~f7:"' : o
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-In this exmmple, timzmin  te~ Torewarns the audiemce that an znalcgy i=
abouz to = drawn. 3%l =ses «ith this warning, tine audience -e=pressss

: surprlse, izmreement m: Zmsosament at exactly how it is dr.aWn. Tne nhn ster

goes on to say- _thc-, due T SFONE ravolutlonary changes An Afrl\..a, T ad.

- and the West=rn civliize: "Yad a nervous breakdown." . Thls metathor
L had an explosive- imuct o time audlence~part|c|pators, But the miriiszar \\

did not:slto\« ~down; serorazsnsion was assumed to be immedlate and au,t:omatic.

An erfectlve miniztiz. is ome who refuses to rely on man's |nd|v1du :] . capacnty
1

to make the S..ule resEwant 1o hIS llfe., -lnstead the mlnuster ‘directs the

’audsenc'-"s =Htention to the "'arallels he feels would be the moc - enlightening

LY

'and dinstruciive.

 Proverbs =ad: Sayimgs
T o Anot"’:&r source of ftgurztlve language found in the blt.ck cummumty

is the us;e ok pravesrbs -and saylngs Blackv'chlldren ‘grow 'up wr.tira ‘great

- »

dea‘l of muHe=wit, _otherwise knoWn -as common sen‘s"e‘f,' mparted tc them
through F powerbiizl saylng For example, black children soon iearn that ,'

the expressw— “UA hard head* makes for a soft behmd"'often llteref'l‘y means :

‘that ”lf you:g:;ntlnue to disobey me., l w:ll spank your rear end ' A more

” AT

__global proverb:z;al lnterpretatnon ld,also sometlmes made, namely ~fiat

~”those who insist upoh belng stubborn and refuslng to- llsten often-end

.

- ",_up paymg a stifE price" (Smstherman, 1977) Not all saynngs arenroverblal,-»;—

some are down'rlght tnsultlang An |ntrud|ng nelghbor lS qulte apt‘Io hear.

“.."'why don t you. let the door hst yow where the good Lo d splnt you“l ’ Or

"»‘s‘omeOne professnng to be financlally well offamay sndeed be told Lhat




- : Figurative Devices

5

“He ain't got a pot *w piss in or = window to throw it-out of!' For some

people; such ss¥ings m=y ‘conjure um meczzive and dls*asteful images, but

these images == ~maliistic portrawzls :f‘life explicit]y drawn for the

listener by =+ . »id use of semantii.

ey : . I

. Idioms - e &z :iversalfpattern of discourse; universal in that they
are found nc oniv a dialects of En: ‘sh, but in other languages. -For

- example, ir French we have ''€tre dz° son assiette,' which literaily means
oA ) T . ) A

"to be inome's dish." Figurativel  this expression means ”tdrbe'very

B

satisfied == happs." 1n-5panish“ﬁﬂyrefis thelexpreSSion “dar luz,”

Iiterallh == give !ight,” Flgurat:mely ""to have a baby " B!ack Engllsh

w~

has some . |n:erest|ng |dnoms of its own--ld:oms that sometlmea have quiite ' v

LY .y

dlfferent meanings than they do |n “stagdard” Engllsh ~ For example
imaglne 2 5|tuat|on where4a woman named Ann has come over, :5 ylstt‘her
: frlend Mary, just as Mary finishes preparing a'neW'recipe. Aéh tastes it
'Tand'says,“ﬁd}fl yon really put your foet ?n;that'“ Centfary‘to the

" .
\
negatlve malnstream |nterpretat|on of ”putt:ng one s foot in' somethlng,

-

thls cdom ns "a hnghly ffatterlng compllment What Ann is saying is that t o

Mary\went beyond~the recipe and added her own specfaf season}ngs‘and spices

',vwhich'fesulted in a new form of Manna for fhe tastebuds! \Qgiomatic expres- .-
: 'SlonS are\themselves speC|a1 spfces in"a conversatlon, wha*h if found Iacklng, :

would result ina bland aﬂd dull |nteractnonu
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Black Folklore

[ - : L]
. - 3 .
&

. Black folklore,.another fountain of figurative language- 5 replete

wuth narratlve and allegorlcal tales. Most people are familtzi- with, or_ ..

‘at least have heard of Bro' Rabbit Tales. The usual plot, in =zhese trickster

tales involve a supposedly weak puny character, the rabbit, being caught

° ¥

in"a bad situation by a larger anlmal the fox or the bear th belng sly

enough to get out. of it. The geheral moral belng——”Brute and brawn is

~’ © never sufflclent, and seldom adequate to keep you overpowe'ed Try a
llttle braln power Thlnk fast and l|ve by your w;ts.” Ssnce,the:60's,
although Bro'Rabblt tales are not often heard there has been a resurgence
of |nterest in the. use of anlmal characters to teach lessons. The tales

most often used today are Afrucan in orlgln. One wel l~known character isf
, 7 )
AnanSe, the splder, who |s thought to be a llterary ancestor of Bro Rabblt
S / W
A case in ponnt is “How/ﬁpuder Obtalned the Sky- God's Storles”‘(l96h)

e "‘ -
e

—

-

,-. - e

At one p0|nt in the story the splder trlcks a falry |nto capth!ty in much

the same way the fox captures the rabbut in the Tar Baby Story A doll
/

Y

covered-w}th a stic ky Fluld \IS mlstakehly thought to. be a very rude person.

L -/)_

The jalry is. |nsulted and trles to slap the doll It i's well'known'what
o : B Y . \ [

happens affer that The only dnfference in the two storles belng that o
- //'ssnce the splder is the trlckhter |n the Afrlcan folktale the falry stays
A ‘
7

;df stuck whereas |n the Tar-Baby story the rabbrt succeeds in geétlng away
- 50 \ - ¢ .'q “,"»,\..,. .: e :

fﬂ; lt has often been sald tWat in the days Of slavery parents were lettlng

. “ R e
¢

thelr chlldren know that even: hf |t seemed that 0]‘ Massa had he- upperfw

A . v - o 5
.- . & .

'L hand there Were stull ways to get the be st cf the sltuation and to come

ol e

;j:g¥;ug~€;f;l. :;i;'[‘
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l

out on top. For examp?e— the story was often told of how one partlcular

slave owner used. to mlstreatxhls slaves and not feed them properly

T One day, JUSt beﬁbre hog kll]lné t:me the master went down
a to the pen and quiite:a. few of the bsggest hogs were laylng .
0ut‘dead. He beczmie: qunte upset and asked the hog -tender
ot what had happened; “The slave responded “Well Massa, t! was,

a terrlble thingm They -came down with malitis. ”9

”Mala igi'l said <he master ' “Well glt those hogs out of da

”7}g; pen and give em to da. nlgras‘ﬂ and the master rushed away
so he wouldn't become contaminated. ~After the mastef had T
| left ‘one of the children plped up and sa|d ”Wellnéiat is "‘.#
malltls?” The slave answered ""When l h|t those hogs inda '
mlddle of thelr heads wuth a mallet they dropped dead away'

=t e . )
w  from ma-1i-tis." ';”;j

e : ) i - —

Many storles of asimilar nature were often recounted _to.instill lessons

ln subtlety, persuasnon,,and other technlques which would facllltate self- .

preservatnon.‘: o o - .
Slgn;fyzng -

Another rhetorncal devuce is the art of signifying.: “In standard‘

.

’

Engllsh the term “slgnlfy“ can elther refer to "an expllcltly stated

< PR
.

| relatlonshsp between a meanlng and an act (”yes” can be gnlfled by, L
for example, ralslng the hand) or to‘an |mpl|c|t relatlonshlp whlch
stems from conventlonal assoclatlons (tattered clothes can s|gn|fy

poverty) In blaqk communltnes sugllfylng is. more llke the latter

tnat the relaflonsh!p often |mpl|CIt although the assoclatlon is. seldom

° <

. N

verbal duellng or to |nd|rect ways of encodlng messages or: meanln951|n

o

conventlonal The term |s used to refer elther to ‘a tacttc employed L




N ST

; A'sﬁtone and expressnon played a’ large role in B's detectiun of the under-/,//”

~lying meaning . So that sn fact B dzd ”get the messao '“ﬂesplte A's denlal

"Figurative Devices

natural oonversatlons (Mitohell-Kernan,.l972).“ Signifying is used to imply,

-

'goad; beg, or boast by_indirect verbal or‘gestural\means. It can. be done
- . b ) \ .

to stir up trouble for the sake of amusement or vindictive reasons, or it
. ’ ¢ ) s . R
(R . {’;‘ . . : . "
can be done to simply transmit a message (often negative) without bernb-
‘ . ' . .-a ¢ . - . "\\' .
direct or blunt. ‘Black Speakers’make special use of indirection and innuendo

Y | | | : S ' o
‘WEth.this'verba] manipulation. A double entendre “is often implied or hinted

&

at, but the reSponsrblllty for message lnterpretatlonvlles wuth the . hearer \\

often together ‘with n. audgence of l|steners Slgnlfylng allows the speaker ‘\

: , \

‘to maintaln control of the lnterchange by reserv:ng the rlght to |n5|st » AN

on- a harmless |nterpretat|on if the l|stener |ndeed shows signs of challeng-

oy

|ng the speaker s motlves or lntent For%example, B had been,V|5|t|ng A

.. ’
- '

' for qulte‘some tlme when A asksc Y ) % ' C-
. A:+ ‘What time is_it?- _
B: -Are you asklng me to leave? o o - .
}7 ' C:-:Naw man, l Just want to know what tlme |t is.

o

and left shortly thereafter. - v'., - '.'{f- v ‘ f"' T e

Signlfylng, although used for SpeC|f|c purposes, may Sprlng up in
\ - '

: any tural frPe flowrng conVersttlon -wWith s;gnallng cues whlch are

-E;often subtle and/or amblguous.; dnflecthn of the v01ce, eye gaze, cuttlng

;} of the eyes;5and facual exprescnon, are Just some of the oarallngulstlc :

;

. ‘_/

nterpretatlon. Although lgnlfylng can be used as L

1: a‘dlplomatic way to’ communlcate a fault th|s IS not necessarlly the caSe. o
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"Grace: . After 1 .had my little'hoy, | swore | was not haang
. any more‘pabies ' thooght four kids was a:-nice- . |
- sfzed family.  ,But it didn't turn out that. way. '
was a little blt dlsgusted and din't tell anybody
(when l dlscovered I"was pregnant. My sister came

ovey one day and |. had started to show by that tlme

-
-

‘Rochefle:_ Glrl . YOu sure ‘do need to JOIn the Metrecal for lunch
. bunch ' \\ . ' w '

,237 "~ - Bracge: ”-(non*commlttally) Yea, | guess I am puttlng on a T
ﬂ~“ﬂ o .:Ilttle wexght.- U
e ° . o o RS N 3 :
' e ',Rochelleiﬁ“Now-1ook here,"glrl, we both standing here soaking . T

wet and you still trylng to tell me |t ain't ralning

(p.u323) [ .

Rochelle was']ettnng Qrace know in no uncertain terms that ‘she knew Grace

PP |

-f\was pregnant andlthat there was no need to act as.though she was notn'nln

. ‘ '

: thns example, an entlre sentence,."We both standlng here getting Qoakung

’

\ .
i wet and you stlll trying to tell me.it. a|n tgﬁannlng,“ requires a meta-~-

phorlcal lnterpretatlon. // . 4 "' ’ ) R T

YA W . . e

B o . ' 2 ) . & » . I
‘ ‘-Marklngpﬂ j,;‘ - /// . - . _ )
N Marklng is a nanratlve devuce common]y used in black communltles ' A
in the telllng of folktales or in the: descrlptlon of a scene wltnessed -
£ : .

y g
by the speaker. In add|t|on to reproduclng the actual words of\the

A'orngtnal Speaker(s) the narrator may adopt the vonce, the speaklng
t ppecullarntles, andothe behaVIoral mannernsms of the speaker(s) often s '714,
L Y N . \ ' - .
33{1nsert|ng new content to galn SpeleIC expressuve value.= The\replayed* .

v ,.p[ o . BN \

scene appears to be more of a carncature or parody than a dlrect lmltetlon,T
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.

notable features of the speaker,-the nurrator provides for ‘the audience - -

-

\the full |mpact of what the Qarrator has percnlved Mktchell-Kernan uses’
the follownng example to |llustrate these points._ ‘ "

" AN

-

; N .
The |nd|v1duals "here, wnth the exceptlon of Sl, had recently i
attended the* ronventlon of. a large corporatJon and had been . R
PR part of. a~group w?%éh had >een meetang pr|or to the con\‘nt|on 0

Y to develop some strategy for puttnng pressure on the corpora- .

. e
,

‘ - tion to hire more blacks in executive posltlon . They had . - -
, :}“‘ planned to bring . the matter up at a general meeclng of delegates
. s bl ayore they had an opportunlty to do so a black company .man
soginy bef ore thé ent!r° body . Sa said “After he . spoke our

tegy -Was undermlned there was no way to get around
/ L,

-

fﬁh“? or the wh|t°s a o ‘ ",');
it What’did he say? § ; ' _
Séff \drawllng) He sald ""Ah'm $0-0-0 hap to! belhere today
RS Firse of all, ah want to thank-all yoC good ‘white folks
”f.%" '\- for creatln SO. many opportunlties Forrus nlggers and ya'll
Y ‘can be sho that as soon as we can glt ourselves quallfled

L kY we gon be filln our apnllcatmons. Yahll done done what we - R

h . K\ been waltlnq for'a long t:me LYa'll done glve a colored
. ﬁ man'“ good Job with the company "o ' ’ "
S 3'\Dld “he really say that? o T J s |
Sai Um ﬁ%, yes he sald ite, Girl, where have you been? (Put 7 f:“' |
[; o down by . intlmatlhg 51 was benng literal. ) . \\\ ., | v v?
v ﬁ‘:; HS{: Yeah l'understand but. what did he really say? ,‘\\ L - _%

A

o ﬂfj _;sg& He sald t“Thls s a moment of great personal pride foruie.
SRR ' at bute to the cnvnk\rlghts'

Thns\us a maJor step

The next step |s up




e ln this® example, the entlre passage spoken by Speaker 2 requnres a

He sold us out by acceptlng that klnd of tokenlsm, {p. 33h 335)

’

¥ -
- . -

1_flguratrVe nnterpretatnon. The narratoy/is implicitly iden;ifying the

R ] .\

. L
: speaker at the conventlon wnth a- stereotyplc portrayal of an 'Uncle Tom W

e » . . |~

RS

X

’and he expects the audlence to undersb&gd the full |mport of his. message

. P ‘ ;

ln fact,_a membEr of.the audzence is mlldly rid cu]ed for even asklng if

that was |n fact what occurred. >Not|ce, also, that the~ last speaker s

rd e - .‘a
, . - u\

statement of what Was ”really sald” could b° taken as.a flguratlve relnter-

l.—-z

,‘{_

pretatlon of Sz 's. orlgnnal\parody R 9" e \; 3 f\lk ' f\’A
'iﬂwmﬂﬁ““~jb‘ﬁj'l'a¢j Mw,l:fs';v o (S
"T‘"’*—;?~_;. R ; . SR R e
I Another klnd of- nonllteralness prevalent in black llngu1§tlc communl-'
§ e (— A .

catlon is soundlng ln many locatlons«also referred to as playlng the

dozens It is also sometlmes called cracknng, or ranklng These terms

‘arﬂ all labels for what Labov calls r:tual lnsult.- jngaged in by males,\

. r.

femaleSF“y Hg and old, soundlng<|s mos* common amongst adolescent and»

-
. P ¥ .

i>§ pre= adolescent black males. The punpose of soundlng is to put down one s .

A 7 & [ o £ %t
adversaﬁy by means f’lnsults whlch tend to lnvolve close relatrves

K .‘~ ' -

(especnally the mot er) and which make derogatory allustons, typlcally to

physlcal or sexual aspects of that relatlve.- Although sometlmes done

l

-

solely for purposes of amusement, dexterlty in thlS verbal sk|ll is one

Ve -

. may to. achleve sxatus |n=the male peer- group Sounds often, but:not nec-

+ . -~
*

essarlly, lnvolve taboos and obscenly es. The approprlate response to a

a

sound is another (ndeally more cleven) seman'lcally or syntactlcally related

v . L - C% L .
L T A RN

N e o I - Figurative Devices ,
. ) . R ‘ \( ' ‘. '
o to us.'" In other words, he said just what S2 said he sald

AN
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RN

ia

. . . . ) ) . S . uy

K} . : e . . : T o

sound. The measure of succéss is given by the evaluative response(s) of T

] . . ’ . e 8

-the audience, .o .
L : . - . .
h , L - , L .

ln hls paper,.“Rules for thual Insult, Q which is based on observa- e

-

» s -

// tlons of an inner- cnty communlty Labov analyzes soundlng from the perspec-

S - v

tive of a socuolunguust concerned wi-th, d|scourse analysus in general

e

- Scundlng, he argues,‘ls a'form of r|tual|zed |nsult. There is a subtle, _ .
delléate boundary between lt and genu)ne, personal insult E boundary that

e *qrca5|onally is traversed ei'ther through |neptness or- ;gnofance, and a
: . B E

t

1b0undary whose transgressnon is potentlally capable of leadlng to dlre,,

a2 -

'

. - . o . Y <

”geven fatal conseduegges._ One of the d|stingu|sh|ng features ,of soundlng

o~.4
W

is that’ the protagonlst says somethlng~that is patently untrue. The

potentlal danger lles |n the fact that‘the speaker has fo have an appro-' ?"
Y Q ar e . .
priate knowledge of the adversary 's background if he or she is. %o be sure

- s

v

'-"that the ahlegatlo ,is inde ed untrue. ,Thélfalsity'of the.assertioﬁ'ﬁs R

et e e

Ve - . L a'.". ©

:)" sometlmes guaranteed by»ats absurdlt‘y.w On otHQr occasuons, hoWever, the

e clalm couFd be true. For example compare " Went in Junior hodse 'n' .
L sat in a chair that caved T wnth “When I walked across your house:, a . =~
o 3 s . d Lo

- T R

wg -rat gave me. a~Jaywalk|n tlcket.l:-Both of these allude to domestnc poverty

*and squalor.. However, the first descr|bes a. sutUatlon whlch |s a possnble

c . ; w oy
. o ‘_ B \ v ,,».r,:- -

one., Slnce sou d ng always and necessarlly lnvolves ‘an audlence, the

i - g ‘ .’~
[ \\)speaker would have to presuppose that the audnence knew that |b was factually i

z

'jaése--but no such presupposition Wa's’ warranted.ln the partucular situatuon

L s . o ARN ,5. -,\_, : o. V-

in which the utterance Was made.. The rules for soundln were broken and o

ERIC
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ljﬁéral'denial' ”You s a damn Iaar.“. . . 1t is situations of this kind,
/

\
) . ;v .-

. Wherein the 5]ayf”| ('f often cruel) nature of sounding is replaced by

'genulne ”badmduthung,q that have'the-potential for violent conflict. Both

'»rntual and personal |nsults are means of puttlnq people down, byt the

Q = )
former are soclally acceptable means whnle the latter are not: '
L. Ve o jj v S T
. oo Dnscussion o

All of these dlscourse patterns—-ldloms, preacher rhetozccal style,_ g

(S
o r

lgnlfylng, marklng, proveros,»and soundlng are fascinatnng comMunucatlve .
I,_. ..

deV|ces in thelr own rlght but the skllls that thelr productlon and com=, ;-

\.

i K .
- © . v

educatlonal:lmpllcatlons. ;z"- ’ ) Ca S .

',' Black chlldren, often only 8 or 9 years of age, llsten to and frequently

. “
. ,\,» .

G OUnd by quite strlct soc|olﬂn-

_).
" R

»»engage in llngUlStIC actty t es that are

e - i Irs - '

QUISth conventlons whose recognlthn is essent|al for successfully engaging

- ., 4

;* in the‘actIV|ty A h|gh degree of complexlty is tnvolved in both productlon‘

.
“ 4“ .
- . @ ° s

“ and.comprehension.g Much of thIS complexnty derlves from ‘the reliance of

. 1

W these forms on metaphors and metaphorllke relatlons. uFor examp!e; soundlng;,_fA

<
B}

whkch seems to appear deVelopmentally before the other forms, |s based

. @ ~-. 3

,, upon metaphoricalicomparlsons. Labov represented the form as that of an”
\, }.,L‘ .7

.,
- B

° ;assertlon to the effect that the<rarget has some. property to some degree._

Lok e L T

. The degreeto whlchlt has it is |mplied in terms of some (blZarre) consequence

» - 5 .

at
.-h (r‘. a ; .

thatfwould follow from possesslng that property ‘to that extenti The conse-

v

I'N.‘ i 3\ () _’ ‘_ . .
. quenceuls l|terallv untrue in JUSt the samewway that in a slmlle, or ifs*-'f

o : : <« e - ( o . s S

: correspondlng metaphor (e g., John is llke a teleﬁﬂbne pole), the referent

. L. . L . g
. .

S e o o v : e
I R P R et e e e
o TR AT e LT R
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W@

n, is not believed.by the speaker}or”hearer to be literally a telephone
) : - . . - t - ‘ :" P
5 and, for that reason, is not believed'to be literally,like (ds thin as)

ones: In other.words,-in such a simile or métaphor, John is alleged to" be:
- 0. . v N f
llke, or as- thln as, a telephone pole only metaphorlcally speaklng.ozThe e

M

two th:ngs b°ing compared are not clalmed to be really allke at: all (Ortony,A

<

l979) Thus, if we reCognlze that similes” are essentnally,metaphorlcal in‘fb

. o

>

\nature, wer dlscover that the use of metaphorjcal devlces is r pant |n the ‘

languag& of both black’adults and chlldren, and that |t is already w:de~a

B
' . £ . . . CLow

,"spread by ‘the tlme chlldren reach fourth grade. ‘;"

oy
. . < »

The_im ortant polnt about the heavy éependence on metaphorlcal language o

d N -n .
[

el ln the black language patterns i% that chlldren seem to be geftlng a lot oflé

expoSure to mgtaphorscal uses.. of language, and seem wel able -to understand

L. . . ¢ X;\ . ;\‘

'; them.’ Thas s |nterest|ng |n the llght of attempts by var|ous psychol

t
K A

L . :
o to show that the ablllty Eo properly understand metaphors does not. appear -

H

'fd— Untlx early adolescence (e 9., Asch 8 Nerlove, 1960 wtﬁner,‘Rosenstlel

R ‘ -.';M_-; Lok
ﬁlJ & Gardner, l976) xhss’research has typlcally been conducted usung m|ddle—
4 " ’Z . ' i
class Whlte chlldren. jBk"ﬁ f'young black chlldren understand and engage

PR : .
. v \

wiin soundlng,,whlle the|r mlddle-class white counterparts are stlll reputed

b”‘ﬂto be- havungid*fflcultles ln understandlng figuratlve language, |t tends.

L to suggest that skill ln handllng flguratlve language may xndeed depend )
: ‘8 . . Cu

largely on haV|ng sufflclent, approprlate experlence rather than on some
more abstruse cognitlve requlrements..i! ‘ ‘ﬁ“ o, . T

- * ._\ P ‘ . .
‘

"',, .‘ ! - r

,,“- : :i by Is lmportant in all .manner of communxcative sltuatlons.
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terms of: famllsar, but superftclally only remotely related old ones (see,

Petrle, l979) Furthermore the sklllful use of metaphors in soundlng T

1 - .

and,related culture-specific lanUIStIC practlces,amongst young black

r : o
ch|ldren can glve rtse to hlgh quallty performance and- attendant peer- .
» ¢ i , e :

.

'_coprobatton. LlngU|stlc dexterlty ls hlghly valued among black chlldren.

Te g . .

Thls presumably means that they ,;plre to it. lt would be.an |nterest|ng

LI J.'"" ’ f

1

S phorlcal devnces exhlbnted 1n the black language communlty s.one way, toﬁ'

- - r

O

AR uncork thls source of potentlal for hlgher performance.f HOWever, much
AR : ;

research would be needed to det

. / A &,

<.

mrne |f thls,were so.- A flrst step would ﬂf
. Y ‘ o v

be to"determlne whether the black chtld\s adrontness in deallng wuth

[ .
. . ,/ . v .'_,_' . / . ~—‘_.lz -~“~ .
S metaphorlcal language generallzed beyond the SpeCIflC. somettmes stereo-

T

ijyplﬁ, forms found in the subcultureml Recent research f:ndlngs (e Jes.

~

4 Reynolds & Ortony,61980 Nlnner,tEngel & Gardner, 1980) wouldzleud one

- l

to suspect that sensntnvnty to metaphqucal uses of language js largely
LY - 1
dependent upon famlllarlty wnth var:ous pragmath factors. For example e
s 4 Lt 7 “:.\

the metaphorlcal

e -‘ 6',\'

”/

-

'

i the research suggests that*young chlldren can understan

N

’\' - -
Jcomparlsonswlmpllcrt ln simi iles that they rannot understand when cast in®.

4 4 ?l'

.i,ga‘the form of the correspondlng metaphors._ In. other words, chlldren need .’;; ”\u
! ~\.-’ : ‘ t~\
.- to know that,sometlmes maklng a comparlson is called For even when lt Ps -

- . { .
5 o ; ) , i

;‘;not expllcltly slgnaled (for example by a verb of snmllltude) The wsde

.{v, R S s B i

i

,and frequent exposure “tor metaphorlcal uses of language that the black chlldf;;.h

. ) lQ_¢.

experlences may bode well for research along these llnes, and perhaps, W

17
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g -. -~ <" ' | ..'. 3 -".’ . . ]6 .

- o . . <

e'eveﬁtualiy,-fbr the “schoo]l pe?formance of the black child.

° s

: the antroductlon, it is only after teachers and othcr practloners are,f

As'noted in

. °

,made .aware of these potentzal sources for hlgh pérformance can there be

understandlng.

. ~ B x'!.'

Ihe more we underst=nd the better able we are to capltal- _ S

. ’

ize on’ our knowledge in order ro maxlmlze our students' potentzal

ERI
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