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by a fewseniof scholars in this game. (We talkin on some Bucholtzian-type
level of close wmw&um_v Kate, despite the demands of your own research
mesmm, you somehow managed to be critical reader, editor, and research
assistant all in' one! Thanks for pushing us on so many levels. Second, to
Dee, thanks for printing, reading, commenting, and discussing/dee-bating
many critical points as these chapters were being written. And for always
being there to lend a ear—and a heart—to every situation. Thank you for
bein a frieeeeeend. Much love.

Lastly—forreal this time—in Articulate While Black, we've integrated
three bodies of knowledge on language and identity, Black Language, and
race in an effort to language race, to view the racial politics of the United
States through the lens of language. We've taken Barack Obama as both
our subject and our point of departure at this critical moment in American
history. At the start, we were faced with many questions: How does the
language use of a very publicyfigure—the POTUS—impact our understand-
ings of Black Language, race, and ethnicity. in the United States? Given
Black Language’s marginalized status in dominant culture, what are the
social and cultural implications of the United States having its first Black
Language-speaking president (not to mention one that can get that dirt
off his shoulder like Jay-Z, give his wife a Pound, and croon like the oh-
so-smooth Al Green)? How would looking at the language of Barack Obama
help us understand why major debates about language, race, and education
erupt into moments of racial crisis in America—from the Martin Luther
King Junior Elementary School Children v. Ann Arbor School District Board
(the “Black English” case) to the QOakland “Ebonics” nonﬂwo<mwm<. to racial
gaffes and blunders (from many Republicans and Democrats), to even well-
intentioned compliments about President Obama’s “articulateness”? Rather
than being in constant crisis mode, how can we think differently—more
critically—about the relationships between language, race, and power in
American society? . .

President Obama’s race, together with his use of language, often evokes
a volatile mixture of emotions, inciting an enormous amount of media
discourse. But as we roll into the 2012 elections, we need more than a
juantitative increase in our “race talk.” We need clarity. It is our view
that linguists are uniquely positioned to push and to problematize how we
think and talk about race. On that measure, we hope we have achieved
some modicum of success.

P.E.A.CE.

Alim & G

“Nah, We Straight”

Black Language and
America’s First Black President

[Barack Obama] speaks with no Negro dialect, unless he
. wants to have one.!
—Harry Reid

You go to the cafeteria...and the black kids are sitting
here, white kids are sitting there, and you've got to make
some choices. For me, basically I could run with anybody.
Luckily for me, largely because of growing up in Hawai'i,

there wasn’t that sense of sharp divisions. Now, by the

time I was negotiating environments where there were
those kinds of sharp divisions, I was already confident
enough to make my own decisions. It became a matter of
being able to speak different dialects. That’s not unique
to me. Any black person in America who's successful has
to be able to speak several different forms of the same
language....It’s not unlike a person shifting between

. Spanish and English.2

—Barack Obama

I still get goose bumps thinking about it. It was that moving of an exp-
erience. I remember being in Miami on Memorial Day weekend in 2008, six -
months before America elected its first Black president. It was hot, and for
anyone who's ever been to Miami, yeah, it was humid. The kind of humidity
that made you feel like you was swimmin instead of walkin. Some folks had
taken like three different buses just to get there. When the last bus finally
pulled up to the stadium, madd people rushed out. We waited for hours,
but it didn’t matter. The air had that electrified feelin to it. Then, outta
nowhere, the afternoon thunder rolled in and dropped buckets of water on
thousands of people who had already been waitin outside for hours. Instead
of complainin, folks huddled under umbrellas with strangers, engaged in
political conversation, and broke out into chants of “Yes we can! Yes we




| .
can!” Couldn’t nu'in break our stride that day. Not evern the rain. We were
here to see Barack Obama for ourselves. We'd seen him on TV, heard him
in interviews, and now it was our turn. As the doors to the stadium swung
open,-thousands of people packed the house, runnin for they seats like it
was a Rick Ross concert or something!

-Anyone - who’s ever been to an Obama rally remembers that exciternent
well. The energy of the 20,000 racially diverse folks gathered that day,
screaming in a frenzy as Barack Obama was introduced, was unforgettable.
He stood there at the podium for a good five minutes, unable to speak over
the roar of the booming crowd. He just looked out and smiled—and folks
went wild! He slowly moved to pick up the mic but couldn’t find it. He
searched the podium, as if deliberately building up the .suspense, and the
crowd went even wilder. Then Barack leaned back like he was Hip Hop artist
Fat Joe (“lean back, lean back”) and tilted his head all calm and cool-like into
the podium to take a look. Finally, he picked up the mic, looked back out
into the crowd, laughing, “But I ain’t even say anything yet!” As the crowd
went bananas, Barack worked the predominantly Black section in front. “Oh,
the hardcore is over here in the front, huh?” [Crowd roars! Barack moves to
the side] “Oh, no wait, the real hardcore is over here!” [Crowd is outta con-
trol by now, and it lasted for several minutes!] Caught up in the frenzy of
the jam-packed arena, I ..r.rosmr,n to myself, “This guy is a legend in his own
time...and will be our next president.” .

As a mﬁmﬁmﬁ of course, I couldn’t help but think about how Barack was
using Black Language to connect with this racially diverse crowd. It struck
me that, for the first time, despite all the hootin and hollerin about Bill
Clinton being our first “Black” president, America may have its first Black
Language-speaking president. As the campaign marched on, folks from across
the political spectrum began commenting on Barack’s language, from linguist
John McWhorter’s playful use of “Blaccent” to Hip Hop icon Snoop Dogg’s

observation that Obama had “the right conversation” And as it was later

revealed, Harry Reid’s racialized comments about Barack Obama’s language—
that he “speaks no Negro dialect, unless he wants to have one”—gave us all
pause. What exactly did that mean? As we (me and Geneva) talked about the
many language-related moments of the campaign, the idea for this book was
conceived. It occurred to us that, despite this being some Americans’ most
poignant “postracial” moment, there was much work to be done. .

.

Languaging Race: Viewing Race through
the Lens of Language

While numerous books on President Obama have focused on the racial

politics of his presidency, none has examined these issues from a critical

kﬁ«m&pmﬂ mﬁmnmwmnﬁ?m. Notable works, such as William Jelani Cobb’s The
w:.mnnmm.m. of ‘Hope: Barack Obama and the Paradox of Progress (2010) and -
mwﬂ, .Wmdbmm%,m The Persistence of the Color Line: The Racial Politics of the
n.hwmmﬂm:g (2011), provide insightful historical and political analyses

ymake -only passing mention of language. In Articulate While Black, we
H,ﬂwym.wﬁnﬂd&rmmm insights by viewing language as central to racial poli-
‘the United States. This is especially mﬂ%oﬁmd,ﬁ. to us since, despite
he constant monitoring and mocking of Black Language, we maintain that
w.m..n#_,_od,um.sm.m mastery of Black cultural modes of discourse was crucial
oh m‘._u,m,wuw., elected America’s forty-fourth president. For some obvious and
>-obvious reasons, we argue that the “brotha with the funny name”
,,%m :some Black folks called him) wouldn’t have gotten elected if he couldn’t
i n#,#@,.ﬁ a:way that was “familiarly Black.”

, n: this book, we provide a much-needed contribution to discussions
on race and Barack Obama by languaging race, that is, by examining the

tics- of race through the lens of language. Though language remains
elatively unexamined by scholars of race and ethnicity, it plays a crucial

‘ole E, the construction of racial and ethnic identities. As University of
alif wn,_,,wmv Santa Barbara professor of linguistics Mary Bucholtz notes in
. S\an ‘Kids: Language, Race and Styles of Youth Identity, “Language is
ften Howmﬂﬂoormm as an analytic concern in research on race, yet it is none-
,.nrmw.,mw.m. central to how race is culturally understood.”

e same holds true for the nonacademic world. We have a far more
¢m€wmm,nod<mnmmﬂos on race than on language. For example, whether we

reed ‘or. disagreed with Attorney General Eric Holder when he famously
,.ﬁm,.nrwﬁ_;Sm are “a nation of cowards when it comes to race,” we were able
o_.m.ﬁ.mmmnw the dialogue. But when was the last time you heard anyone say
an S,R,. are a nation of cowards when it comes to language? Unlike race,
Sm,.rﬁ.,m no national public dialogue on language that recognizes it as a
ite. E.m. cultural struggle. In American public discourse, language is often
,«.n&oo#mm.wm one of the most important cultural tools that we have for
&mﬁﬂW&mEﬂW ourselves from others. Language, no doubt, is a significant
Oﬂgw_bm..w.mwg_uoﬁn power.” Yet its central role in positioning each of us and
th muorﬁm that we belong to along the social hierarchy lies largely beneath
mem<n~.mmm American’s consciousness.

».:Viewing race through the lens of language, Articulate While Black: Barack
-Obama, Language, and Race in the U.S. provides new insights about the rela-
“ tionships between language and racial politics in the Obama era. Throughout
_this book, we analyze several racially loaded cultural-linguistic controversies
involving Barack Obama. In the process, we reveal and challenge American
-ideas about language, race, education, and power in order to help take the
-national dialogue on race to the next level. In much the same sense that

Black philosopher and Union - Theological Seminary professor Cornel West
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