ish Vernacular.
Pennsylvania Press.

| The Logic of
- Nonstandard English

the past decade, a great deal of federally sponsored re-
s been devoted to the educational problems of children in
ools.! In order to account for the poor performance of
these schools, educational psychologists have attempted
r what kind of disadvantage or defect they are suffering
he viewpoint that has been widely accepted and used as the
large-scale intervention programs is that the children show
al deficit as a result of an impoverished environment in their
ars. Considerable attention has been given to language. In
the deficit theory appears as the concept of verbal depriva-
Black children from the ghetto area are said to receive little
timulation, to hear very little well-formed language, and as
tare impoverished in their means of verbal expression. They
tspeak complete sentences, do not know the names of common
8, cannot form concepts or convey logical thoughts.
Ortunately, these notions are based upon the work of educa-

ychologists who know very little about language and even
out black children. The concept of verbal deprivation has no
I social reality. In fact, black children in the urban ghettos
a great deal of verbal stimulation, hear more well-formed
nces than middle-class children, and participate fully in a
Ay verbal culture. They have the same basic vocabulary, possess
ime capacity for conceptual learning, and use the same logic
e else who learns to speak and understand English.
notion of verbal deprivation is a part of the modern mythology

g .
WS chapter first appeared in Georgetown Monographs in Languages and
No. 22 (1969).
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Language In The Inner City:
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of the unfounded notions which Furthermore, this lag is cumulative, so that they do worse
ional system. In past decades paratively in the fifth grade than in the first grade. Reports in
iﬂ’promoting such intellectual he literature show that this poor performance is correlated most

rs and children. But the myth with socioeconomic status, Segregated ethnic groups seem
dangerous, because it diverts vorse than others—in particular, Indian, Mexican-American,

r educational system to imaginary ick chl!dren. Our own work in New York City confirms that
see, it leads its sponsors inevitably ack children read very poorly; however, studies in the speech

BRI Nokity of black children that it ity show that the situation is even worse than has been

. If one separates the isolated and peripheral individuals

inguists can perform today is to embers of central peer groups, the peer-group members show
deprivation and to provide a more orse reading records and to all intents and purposes are not
between standard and nonstandard ‘ g to read at all during the time they spend in school (chap-

prominent educational psycholo- : .
ding of the nature of language. n eaking of .chlldren in the urban ghetto areas, the term lower
‘no language of their cwn in the qqex}tly is used, as opposed to middle class. In the several
Bereiter and Engelmann (1966). lolinguistic studies we have carried out, and in many parallel
o children in test situations is the it has been useful to distinguish a lower-class group from
ority in the view of Jensen (1969). kn.lg-class one. Lower-class families are typically female-based,
critically both of these approaches I matrifocal, with no father present to provide steady economic
' the populations labeled “verbally rt, whgreas for the working-class there is typically an intact
d,"? and attempt to explain how ear family with the father holding a semiskilled or skilled job.
has arisen, bringing to bear the . d_ucational problems of ghetto areas run across this important
istic work and some substantive s distinction. There is no evidence, for example, that the father’s
nown to all linguists. Of particular Sence or absence is closely correlated with educational achieve-
pt formation on the one hand, t (e.g., Coleman et al. 1966). The peer groups we have studied
er, since it is in this area that the south-central Harlem, representing the basic vernacular culture,
are to be found. Glude members from both family types. The attack against cultural
Tivation in the ghetto is overtly directed at family structures
al of lower-class families, but the educational failure we have
dilcussing is characteristic of both working-class and lower-
 deficit theory arises consists of ) children,
1 to all of us. One is that black '8 paper, therefore, will refer to children from urban ghetto
o badly in all school subjects, » -ltl}er than lower-class children. The population we are con-
ding, they average more than d with comprises those who participate fully in the vernacular
e New York Times, December of the street and who have been alienated from the school
3 We are obviously dealing with the effects of the caste system

-

! ildhood Education group of MO
mnj.;z g:;latz of the Education Study concept of the black English vernacular (BEV) and the culture in which it
to me the scope and seriousness of the : 18 presented in detail in CRR 3288; sections 1.2.3 and 4.1. S'ee chapter
s in which the cultural deprivation theory ‘ b linguistic traits which distinguish speakers who participate fully in the BEV
in recent years. S from marginal and isolated individuals.
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ally a color-marking system. Everyone
is: By what mechanism does the color
rning to read? One answer is the notion
| forward by Martin Deutsch and others
Deutsch, Katz, and Jensen 1968). Black
the favorable factors in their home envi-
ddle-class children to do well in school
Deutsch, Katz, and Jensen 1968). These
yment of various cognitive skills through

ts, including the ability to reason ab-
d focus upon long-range goals. In their
ologists also recognize broader social fac-
‘theory does not focus upon the interaction
white society so much as on his failure to
home. In the literature we find very little
bal interaction in the black home; most
ask the child if he has dinner with his
in dinner-table conversation with them.
his family takes him on trips to museums
ities. This slender thread of evidence is used
the large body of tests carried out in the

w which proceeds from this orientation—and
‘widely accepted—is that lower-class black
at all. The notion is first drawn from Basil
st “much of lower-class language consists of

onal’ accompaniment to action here and
Bernstein’s views are filtered through a
rms of working-class behavior, s0 that
 as superior in every respect—as more
mewhat more flexible, detailed and sub-
ough a range of such views until one comes
of Carl Bereiter, Siegfried Engelmann and
 al. 1966: Bereiter and Engelmann 196621-
n academically oriented preschool is base

1z and Jensen 1968 there is a section on "Soci:(:na::
includes a chapter by Proshansky and New o
> Self-Identity” and one by Rosenthal and Jac

in the Classroom.”
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on their premise that black children must have a language with
ch they can learn, and their empirical finding that these children
me to school without such a language. In his work with four-
ar-old black children from Urbana, Bereiter reports that their
ommunication was by gestures, “single words,” and “a series of
dly connected words or phrases,” such as They mine and Me got
ice. He reports that black children could not ask questions, that
vithout exaggerating . . . these four-year-olds could make no state-
ents of any kind.” Furthermore, when these children were asked
Vhere is the book?", they did not know enough to look at the table
re the book was lying in order to answer. Thus Bereiter con-
udes that the children’s speech forms are nothing more than a series
otional cries, and he decides to treat them “as if the children
no language at all.” He identifies their speech with his inter-
~ pretation of Bernstein’s restricted code: “the language of culturally
- deprived children . . . is not merely an underdeveloped version of
~ standard English, but is a basically nonlogical mode of expressive
behavior” (Bereiter et al. 1966:112-13). The basic program of his
pre‘s'chool 1s to teach them a new language devised by Engelmann,
Which consists of a limited series of questions and answers such as
Where is the squirrel? The squirrel is in the tree. The children will
not be punished if they use their vernacular speech on the play-
ground, but they will not be allowed to use it in the schoolroom.
If thgy should answer the question Where is the squirrel? with the
ogical vernacular form In the tree they will be reprehended by
Vﬂl‘i'ous means and made to say, The squirrel is in the tree.
Linguists and psycholinguists who have worked with black chil-
€n are apt to dismiss this view of their language as utter nonsense.
Yet there is no reason to reject Bereiter’s observations as spurious.
€y were certainly not made up. On the contrary, they give us a
Very clear view of the behavior of student and teacher which can
be d}lplicated in any classroom. In our own work outside of adult-
sominated environments of school and home, we have not observed

A !“Gk children behaving like this. However, on many occasions we

g“ﬂ. bee:n asked to help analyze the results of research into verbal
Privation conducted in such test situations.

flere, for example, is a complete interview with a black child, one
of hundreds carried out in a New York City school. The boy enters
ar0om where there js a large, friendly, white interviewer, who puts
on the table in front of him a toy and says: "“Tell me everything you
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wer's further remarks are in paren-

) An’ whi-ite. (2 seconds) An’ green.
“use it for?)

e)

defensive, monosyllabic behavior
work. What is the situation that
symmetrical situation where any-
against him. He has learned :
anything in this situation, a0
nd. One may observe the inton@
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1 black children often use when they are asked a question to
1 the answer is obvious. The answer may be read as: “Will
tisfy you?”
takes this interview as a measure of the verbal capacity of
d, it must be as his capacity to defend himself in a hostile
hreatening situation. But unfortunately, thousands of such
iews are used as evidence of the child’s total verbal capacity,
re simply his verbality. It is argued that this lack of verbality
his poor performance in school. Operation Head Start and
intervention programs have largely been based upon the deficit
—the notions that such interviews give us a measure of the
verbal capacity and that the verbal stimulation which he has
missing can be supplied in a preschool environment.
rbal behavior which is shown by the child in the situation
above is not the result of the ineptness of the interviewer.
ther the result of regular sociclinguistic factors operating upon
and child in this asymmetrical situation. In our work in urban
areas, we have often encountered such behavior. Ordinarily
worked with boys 10 to 17 years old, and whenever we extended
approach downward to eight- or nine-year-olds, we began to see
need for different techniques to explore the verbal capacity of
child. At one point we began a series of interviews with younger
rothers of the Thunderbirds. Clarence Robins interviewed eight-
-old Leon L., who showed the following minimal response to
c_a which arouse intense interest in other interviews with older

CR: What if you saw somebody kickin' somebody else on
the ground, or was using a stick, what would you do
if you saw that?

Leon: Mmmm.

CR: If it was supposed to be a fair fight—

Leon: I don’ know.

CR: You don’' know? Would you do anything? . . . huh?
I can't hear you.

Leon: No.

CR: Did you ever see somebody got beat up real bad?

Leon: . . . Nope . . .

CR: Well—uh—did you ever get into a fight with a guy?

Leon: Nope.

CR: That was bigger than you?

Leon: Nope . . .




i lﬁmebody?

! '“never hit nobody?

you ain't gonna tell me that!

ending himself against accusations
vs that Leon has been in fights,

away from little boys, and so on.

subject, we find the same pattern:

like to watch television? . .. Hey,

to watch television? (Leon nods)

e program?

I look at cartoons.

favorite one? What's your favorite

nber the story?

I - the story of what—that you saW

CR: Hmm? (four seconds)

Leon: Hh?

CR: What's th’ other stories that you like to watch?
Leon: Mi-ighty Mouse . . .

CR: And what else?

Leon: Ummmm . . . ahm . . .

nonverbal behavior occurs in a relatively favorable context
dult-child interaction. The adult is a black man raised in Harlem,
ows this particular neighborhood and these boys very well.
 a skilled interviewer who has obtained a very high level of
| response with techniques developed for a different age level,
e has an extraordinary advantage over most teachers or exper-
s in these respects. But even his skills and personality are
ective in breaking down the social constraints that prevail here.
hen we reviewed the record of this interview with Leon, we
ed to use it as a test of our own knowledge of the sociolinguistic
which control speech. In the next interview with Leon we
the following changes in the social situation:

_ L Clarence brought along a supply of potato chips, changing the

ew into something more in the nature of a party.
?t- He brought along Leon’s best friend, eight-year-old Gregory.
. We reduced the height imbalance by having Clarence get down
on the floor of Leon's room; he dropped from six feet, two inches
three feet, six inches.

“ 4. Clarence introduced taboo words and taboo topics, and proved,

On's surprise, that one can say anything into our microphone
Niout any fear of retaliation. The result of these changes is a

 Striking difference in the volume and style of speech. (The tape is

ICtuated throughout by the sound of potato chips.)

CR: Is there anybody who says your momma drink pee?

Leon: (rapidly and breathlessly) Yee-ah!

Greg: Yup!

Leon: And your father eat doo-doo for breakfas’

CR: Ohhh! ! (laughs)

Leon: And they say your father—your father eat doo-doo
for dinner!

Greg: When they sound on me, I say C.B.S. C.B.M.

CR: What that mean?

Leon: Congo booger-snatch! (laughs)

Greg: Congo booger-snatcher! (laughs)




. VERNACULAR IN ITS SOCIAL SETTING
s I'll curse with B.B.

n crunching on potato chips) Oh

Boy.
ans is same like white people,

a'“i‘bnut Allah.

res’.

is God, Allah is the only God,
of God. e
magic? o
jur
make magic. a:
Th

1 one. ‘

—(CR: Hm?) I'm sayin’ the po'k chop
chop God! (Leon chuckles).

i
ek ',Igmnpeting actively for the ﬂO‘l’:? ﬁ
other as much as they do to the *'.I' :

aparison of the two interviews Ey -
Leon persists in denying that h

ndenses several concepts of black nalli]t;:;

A pork chop is a black who has n0 )

h VA!‘,P;!I. who has no knowledge of hutr}x;L

d would be the traditional God of Sou ]
K chops, but He still holds the powe
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but he can no longer use monosyllabic answers, and Gregory
hrough his facade in a way that Clarence alone was unable

CR: Now, you said you had this fight now; but I wanted
you to tell me about the fight that you had.
Leon: I ain’t had no fight.

Greg: Yes you did! He said Barry . . .

Greg: An he say Garland! . . . an’ Michael!
CR: an 'Barry . . .

[CR: You said you had one! you had a fight with Butchie,

. [Leon: I di’'n’; you said that, Gregory!

Greg: You did!

Leon: You know you said that!

Greg: You said Garland, remember that?
[Greg: You said Garland! Yes you did!

CR: You said Garland, that's right.

Greg: He said Mich—an’ I say Michael.
[CR: Did you have a fight with Garland?
Leon: Uh-Uh.

CR: You had one, and he beat you up, too!
Greg: Yes he did!

Leon: No, I di—I never had a fight with Butch! . . .

I'E Same pattern can be seen on other local topics, where the

. ‘@ﬂél"viewer brings neighborhood gossip to bear on Leon, and Gregory
gic? as a witness.

CR: ... Hey Gregory! I heard that around here . . . and
I'm ‘on’ tell you who said it, too . . .
Leon: Who?
CR: about you . . .
[Leon: Who?
Greg: I'd say it!
CR: They said that—they say that the only person you
play with is David Gilbert.
[Leon: Yee-ah! yee-ah! yee-ah! . . .
Greg: That's who you play with!
[Leon: I'on’ play with him no more!
Greg: Yes you do!
Leon: I 'on’ play with him no more!
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mber, about me and Robbie?

's not—
went to Petey and Gilbert’s house, 'mem-

but I would—I had came back out,
o his house no more . . ..

draw a very different conclusion about

on. The monosyllabic speaker who had
hing and cannot remember what he did

d. Instead, we have two boys who have so
interrupting each other and who seem to have
& e English language to express themselves.
olume of speech and the rich array of gram-
‘we need for analyzing the structure of black
example: negative concord (1 ‘on’ play with
luperfect (“had came back out”), negative
egative preterite (“I ain't go”), and so on.
this demonstration of the sociolinguistic

r test situations, including 1Q and reading
'be immediately apparent that none of the
anywhere near measuring Leon's verbal

e will show up as very much the mono-
bumbling child of our first interview. The
than Clarence Robins to elicit speech from
‘the community, the things that Leon has

gs that Leon would like to talk about. But

a one-to-one confrontation between adult

cal. This does not mean that some black

at deal when alone with an adult, or tha!

se to any child. It means that thg social
verful determinant of verbal behavior a0
 into the right social relation with a chil

hat a child can do. This is just what many

h community which we obtain from

areas is precisely the opposite from that
r by Bereiter and Engelmann. We see 8 ¢ ln
from morning to night. We see¢ ™ ol;

nd upon the competitive exhibition

.M%l‘.ogic of Nonstandard English 213

ey -

m;l skills.—.s.our!ding. singing, toasts, rifting, louding—a whole
? of activities in which the individual gains status through his

g e of l?nguage (ch.apters 8 and 9). We see the younger child trying
acquire these skills from older children, hanging around on the

| mkms of older peer groups, and imitating this behavior to the best
~ of his ability. We see no connection between verbal skill in the

m events characteristic of the street culture and success in the
schoolroom.

Verbosity

netto areas must learn in order to do well in the school situation,
d some of these are indeed characteristic of middle-class verbal
Yehavior. Precision in spelling, practice in handling abstract symbols,
-'h‘&bl]lly to state explicitly the meaning of words, and a richer
‘hm.uledge of the Latinate vocabulary, may all be useful acquisitions.
!llt is it true that all of the middle-class verbal habits are functional
and desirable in the school situation? Before we impose middle-class
verbal style upon children from other cultural groups, we should
ﬁnd out how much of this is useful for the main work of analyzing
and generalizing, and how much is merely stylistic—or even dys-
functional. In high school and college, middle-class children sponta-
llgnusly complicate their syntax to the point that instructors despair
?::-:tt:in'g them to make their language simpler and clearer. In every
4 €d journal one can find examples of jargon and empty elabora-
ltelx'l"a‘rle" as“com_plamts about it. Is the elaborated code of Bern-
e really so “flexible, detailed and subtle” as some psychologists
Delieve (e.g., Jensen 1969:119)? Isn't it also turgid, redundant, bom-
tic, i?nd empty? Is it not simply an elaborated style, rather than

a Superior code or system?®
Otl{l' work in the speech community makes it painfully obvious
s "M many ways working-class speakers are more effective narra-
8 Teasoners, and debaters than many middle-class speakers who

. "& Slio te""‘ code is central in Bernstein's (1966) description of the differences

rI“'h‘':';"""'klllg-t;lass and middle-class styles of speech. The restrictions and elapo-

electj Speech observed are labeled as codes to indicate the principles governing

- of th . fl‘nm the range of possible English sentences. No rules or detailed description

to| :P'l'ﬂhon of such codes are provided as yet, so that this central concept remains
pecified,
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 their argument in a mass of irrelevant
 try to rid themselves of that part of
 pretension and keep that part that
average middle-class speaker that
ffort; he is enmeshed in verbiage, the
“beyond his control.

this argument here with systematic
it is possible to develop measures
lass speakers can wander from the
t two speakers dealing with roughly
" belief. The first is Larry H., a fifteen-
Jets, being interviewed by john Lewis.
‘and roughest members of the Jets, one
n to the conventional rules of polite-
 book, first contact with Larry would
/e reactions on both sides. It is probable
m any more than his teachers do. Larry
of school. He was put back from the
and has been threatened with further

to you after you die? Do you k.now?
w. (What?) After they put you in the
turns into—ah—bones, an’ shit.

) your spirit?

pon as you die, your spirit leaves you.
 the spirit go?) Well, it all depgnds i
w, like some people say 1f‘ you're
spirit goin’ t'heaven ... n if you
2’ to hell. Well, bullshit! Your spirit
, good or bad.

| doesn’

you why. 'Cause, you see,
that it's a God, y'know, causgsl
lack gods, pink gods, white 0%

‘ in a hostile encounter is gfhl/en inn(i::sl::'::

being given to a group of Jets O
llndlﬂgl::tried unsuccessfully to mu!(e::;
nter matches the reports he gives of him
4.8 of the report.
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all color gods, and don't nobody know it's really a God.
An’ when they be sayin’ if you good, you goin’ t'heaven,
tha'’s bullshit, ‘cause you ain't goin’ to no heaven, 'cause
it ain't no heaven for you to go to.

is a paradigmatic speaker of black English vernacular as
d to standard English. His grammar shows a high concen-
ion of such characteristic BEV forms as negative inversion (“don't
dy know"), negative concord (“you ain't goin’ to no heaven”),
ant be (“when they be sayin'"), dummy it for standard there
't no heaven"), optional copula deletion (“if you're good . . .
u bad”) and full forms of auxiliaries ("I have seen”). The only
ard English influence in this passage is the one case of “doesn't"
tead of the invariant “don’t” of BEV. Larry also provides a para-
matic example of the rhetorical style of BEV: he can sum up a
mplex argument in a few words, and the full force of his opin-
18 comes through without qualification or reservation. He is
minently quotable, and his interviews give us many concise state-
‘ments of the BEV point of view. One can almost say that Larry speaks
the BEV culture (see CRR 3288, vol. 2: 38, 71-73, 291-92).

: Itis the logical form of this passage which is of particular interest
I,.!IQN. Larry presents a complex set of interdependent propositions
Which can be explicated by setting out the standard English equiva-

lents in linear order. The basic argument is to deny the twin propo-
sitions:

(A) If you are good, (B) then your spirit will go to
= heaven.
(~A) If you are bad, (C) then your spirit will go to hell.

m denies B and asserts that if A or ~ A, then C. His argument
may be outlined as follows:

1. Everyone has a different idea of what God is like.
_“%erefore nobody really knows that God exists.

9 If there is a heaven, it was made by God.

' God doesn't exist, he couldn't have made heaven.
herefore heaven does not exist.

OU can't go somewhere that doesn't exist.

B) Therefore you can't go to heaven.

) fore you are going to hell.
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 the order: C, because 2 because 1,
se 5 and 6. Part of the argument is
e ~B leaves unstated the connect-
al Larry strengthens the proposi-
knows if there is . ..” to 5 “There
is presented explicitly as well as
ment is summed up in Larry’s last
ally the dependence of —~B on 5 and
sayin' if you good, you goin’ t'heaven,
n if A, then B)

absurd)

to no heaven (because B)

en for you to go to (because 5 and

is not carried on at a high level of
wyed with ideas as counters, in which
verbal devices to win. There is no
of these propositions, and no reluctance
bending the rules of logic as in the
t invokes the rules of logic, they
he often makes this move, anc'l tl}e
‘acknowledged and countered within
, he pointed out the fallacy that the
~C as well as ~B, so it cannot be used

heaven, how could there be a Pell?
Well, let me tell you, it ain't n?o
right here, y’know! (This is hell?)
t here!

, and decisive. The application
d, since hell is here, and th_ere&
 not ready-made or preconceive ;
vised to win the logical argumer
will note the speed and ;'arec;t
. He does not wander, or mszd
repetition is 2, placed before a
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1in his original statement. It is often said that the nonstandard

acular is not suited for dealing with abstract or hypothetical

ns, but in fact speakers from the BEV community take great

ht in exercising their wit and logic on the most improbable and

blematical matters. Despite the fact that Larry does not believe

God and has just denied all knowledge of him, John Lewis ad-
s the following hypothetical question:

JL:. .. but, just say that there is a God, what color is he?
White or black?

Larry: Well, if it is a God . . . I wouldn’ know what color,
I couldn’ say,—couldn’ niobody say what color he is or
really would be.

- JL: But now, jus’ suppose there was a God—

L3 Larry: Unless'n they say . . .

JL: No, I was jus’ sayin’ ius’ suppose there is a God, would

=t he be white or black?

1 Larry: . . . He'd be white, man.

' JL: Why?

Larry: Why? I'll tell you why. 'Cause the average whitey
out here got everything, you dig? And the nigger ain't
got shit, y'’know? Y’'unnerstan'? So—um—for—in order
for that to happen, you know it ain't no black God that's
doin’ that bullshit.

No one can hear Larry's answer to this question without being con-
vinced that they are in the presence of a skilled speaker with great
“verbal Presence of mind,” who can use the English language ex-
pertly for many purposes. Larry's answer to John Lewis is again a
omplex argument. The formulation is not standard English, but it
is clear and effective even for those not familiar with the vernacular.
~f€ nearest standard English equivalent might be: “So you know
that God jsp't black, because if he were, he wouldn't have arranged
like that.”

_“fie reader will have noted that this analysis is being carried out
In standarg English, and the inevitable challenge is: why not write
M BEV, then, or in your own nonstandard dialect? The fundamental
l'- “450n is, of course, one of firmly fixed social conventions. All
Communitjes agree that standard English is the proper medium for
Mal writing and public communication. Furthermore, it seems
likely that standard English has an advantage over BEV in explicit




ch is what we are doing here. We wil]
een explicitness and logical statement
immaticality and logic. First, however,
tandard English in its primary natural
informal spoken communication of

cond speaker, an upper-middle-class,
t (Charles M.) being interviewed by
y of adults in central Harlem.

v of anything that somecne can do, to
vho has passed on visit him in a dream?
even heard my parents say that there is
something in dreams, some things like
etimes dreams do come true. I have per-
d a dream come true. ['ve never dreamt
was dying and they actuzlly died, (Mhm)
 going to have ten dollars the next day anfi

t ten dollars in my pocket (Mhm). I don't
e in that, I don't think it's true. I do
it there is such a thing as—ah—witch-
that in certain cultures there is such a
, or some sort of science of witch-
k that it’s just a matter of believing
there is such a thing as witchcraft
there is such a thing that a person can
n a state of mind (Mhm), or that—er;
uld be given them to intoxicate them ld
sertain frame of mind—that—that coul
red witchcraft.

bod speaker who strikes the listener
‘:inl::ere. He is a likeable and attrac:
on that middle-class listeners rate vql;};
bility and equally high as a potenn‘s.
moderate and tempered than lfarrsywv
ify his opinions and seems anxxo;{ﬁes
‘overstatements. From these quall

tive
reaction tests which utilize these evaluat
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e the primary characteristic of this
s multiply, some modifying and qualifying, others repeating or

the main argument. The first half of this extract is a response
initial question on dreams, basically:

passage—its verbosity,

refore I don’t believe 1.

characteristic filler phrases appear here: such a thing as, some
like that, and particularly, Two examples of dreams given
are afterthoughts that might have been given after 1. Proposi-
is stated twice for no obvious reason. Nevertheless, this much
les M.’s response is well-directed to the point of the question,
volunteers a statement of his beliefs about witchcraft which
ws the difficulty of middle-class speakers who (a) want to express
elief in something but (b) want to show themselves as judicious,
onal, and free from superstitions. The basic proposition can be
d simply in five words: But | believe in witchcraft. However,
idea is enlarged to exactly 100 words and it is difficult to see
~ what else is being said. In the following quotations, padding which
~ €an be removed without change in meaning is shown in parentheses.

1. "I(do) feel, though, that there is (such a thing as) witchcraft.” Feel
Seems to be a euphemism for ‘believe'.
2 “(Ido feel that) in certain cultures (there is such a thing as witch-
- craft).” This repetition seems designed only to introduce the word
culture, which lets us know that the speaker knows about anthro-
Pology. Does certain cultures mean ‘not in ours’ or ‘not in all'?
3. “(or some sort of science of witchcraft.)” This addition seems to
“have no clear meaning at all. What is a “science” of witchcraft
s opposed to just plain witchcraft?? The main function is to
- introduce the word science, though it seems to have no connection
- to what follows,
L. "I don't think that it's just (a matter of) believing hard enough
- that (there is such a thing as) witchcraft.” The speaker argues that
- Witcheraft is not merely a belief; there is more to it.

9. Several middle-class readers of this passage have suggested that science here
©I8 to some form of control as opposed to belief. The science of witchcraft would
a kind of engineering of mental states. Other interpretations can of course

ded. The fact remains that no such difficulties of interpretation are needed
“erstand Larry's remarks.




THE VERNACULAR IN ITS SOCIAL SETTING

is such a thing that) a person can put
- . . that (could actually be considered)
as a state of mind different from the
4?

be given them to intoxicate them (to a
." The third learned word, intoxicate,
ition. The vacuity of this passage be-
remove repetitions, fashionable words

‘witchcraft.
witchcraft is just a belief.

I‘!himaelf or be put in a state of mind that

ge and the “OK" words like science,
les M. appears as something less than
impression of him as 2 good speal'<er
ed reaction to middle-class verbosity.
o use these stylistic devices are educa?ed
ed to credit them with saying something

ut is he more rational, more logical, qnore?:
at thinking out a problem to its solution?

“abstractions? There is no reason 0
 in letting us know that he is educgted,
‘what he is trying to say, and neither

' ted to explain the origin of
c:ltitl‘::?n are nongerbal. The exam-
ount for the corresponding myth ﬂf?l:
itself better suited for dealing Wi
? ypothetical questions. These exag;

‘a certain negative force. They aredrilng
‘the contrary, this and the prece b
ince the reader that the co_ntroThe
d in evidence are misleading. 1’
is the superficial form of the smml;I (7';

‘do you think of capital pumsh'm_f%n g

can about this.” But the speakers !

lended as something altogether different—as requests for display,1
in any case the experimenter is normally unaware of the problem
of interpretation. The methods of educational psychologists used by
sch, Jensen, and Bereiter follow the pattern designed for animal
periments where motivation is controlled by simple methods as
thholding food until a certain weight reduction is reached. With
man subjects, it is absurd to believe that identical stimuli are
~ Obtained by asking everyone the same question.
~ Since the crucial intervening variables of interpretation and moti-
~ vation are uncontrolled, most of the literature on verbal deprivation
 tells us nothing about the capacities of children. They are only the
~ trappings of science, approaches that substitute the formal proce-
ﬁll!ea of the scientific method for the activity itself. With our present
limited grasp of these problems, the best we can do to understand
the verbal capacities of children is to study them within the cultural
context in which they were developed.
Itis not only the black English vernacular which should be studied
this way, but also the language of middle-class children. The
explicitness and precision which we hope to gain from copying
- middle-class forms are often the product of the test situation, and
limited to it. For example, it was stated in the first part of this paper
at working-class children hear more well-formed sentences than
middle-class children. This statement may seem extraordinary in the
light of the current belief of many linguists that most people do not
speak in well-formed sentences, and that their actual speech pro-
uction, or performance, is ungrammatical.!! But those who have

M M. The concept of a request for verbal display is here drawn from a treatment
"‘ !!}hq therapeutic interview given by Alan Blum. by
e In several presentations, Chomsky has asserted that the great majority (95
; t) of the sentences which a child hears are ungrammatical. Chomsky (196§:§8)
m‘l this notion as one of the arguments in his general statement of the nativist
- POsition: “A congideration of the character of the grammar that is acquired, the
3 ',%%m" quality and narrowly limited extent of the available data [my emp‘hasls.],
s Ng uniformity of the resulting grammars, and their independence 91' intelli-
B motivation, and emotional state, over wide ranges of variation, leave little hope
t much of the structure of the language can be learned . . ."


































