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"WHITE ENGLISH / BLACK ENGLISh:
THE POLITICS OF TRANSLATION®

(1972)

[“White English/Black English: The Politics of Translation,” is as inci-
sive and important as George Orwell’s 1946 famous essay “Politics and
the English Language.” Orwell wrote about the obfuscating clichés
of his time; Jordan celebrates the clarity and expressiveness of Black
English, contrasting it with the perilous inanities of White English
government-speak, as practiced by the Nixon administration: Jordan
originally published the text as two articles in 1972: “White English:
The Politics of Language” in Black World and “Towards a Politics of
Language” in Publishers Weekly. She included the essay in Civil Wars

(1981).]

WHITE ENGLISH

By now, most Blackfolks—even the most stubbornly duped and
desperately light-headed nigger behind his walnut, “anti-poverty”
desk—has heard The Man talking that talk, and the necessary trans-
lation into Black—on white terms—has taken place. Yeah. The Man
has made his standard English speech, his second inaugural address,
his budget statements, and ain’ no body left who don’t understand

the meaning of them words falling out that mouth: In the New York
-Times, February 25, 1973, Dick Nixon has described the genocide
perpetrated by America in Vietnam as “one of the most unselfish mis-
sions evef undertaken by one nation in the defense of another.”

Now, you just go ahead and let any little Black child lead you to
the truth behind that particular, monstrous lie: let him tell you about
the twelve days of Christmas “carpet bombing,” My Lai, day-by-day
incineration of human lives, the mining of rivers, the bombing of hos-
pitals, and “defoliation” of the land, over there. They all—all of them

whitefolks ruling the country—they all talk that talk, that “standard

(white) English.” It is the language of the powe
litical. That’s why you and me, my Brother and
we sposed to choke our natural self into the we
unreal, white speech and writing habits that th

rful. Language is po-
my Sister, that’s why
ird, lying, barbarous,
e schools lay down

like holy law. Because, in other words, the powerful don’t play; they
mean to keep that power, and those who are the powerless (you and
me) better shape up-—mimic/ape/suck—in the very image of the pow-
erful, or the powerful will destroy you—you and our children.

Dick Nixon has declared that, since the U.S

. of A. has complet-

ed its “unselfish mission” in Vietnam, America can turn “more fully

to the works of compassion, concern and social
Sounds pretty good, right? Translation: He mea
human welfare programs to end hunger, hazard

progress at home.”
ns the death of all
ous housing, inequi-

ty in court, injustice, and the suffering of poor health. Check it out;

I'm not lying to you. Standard English use of th

e word “compassion”

actually means the end of milk programs for ne edy school kids, an

18-month halt to every form of federal assistan

e for low-income

new housing/rehabilitation, the terminating of Community Action
Programs across the nation, and the subtraction of federal aid from
elementary and junior high and high school systems especially

intended to enable impoverished youngsters. Ar
“compassion” means in White English, [ most de
why any child should learn that English/prize it
debasement of this human means to human com
ment of language, per se.

See, the issue of white English is inseparab]

1d, since that’s what
finitely do not see
/participate in this
munity: this debase-

e from the issues of

mental health and bodily survival. If we succumb to phrases such

as “winding down the war,” or if we accept “pac

fication” to mean

the murdering of unarmed villagers, and “self-reliance” to mean bail
money for Lockheed Corporation and bail money for the mis-man-
agers of the Pennsylvania Railroad, on the one hand, but also, if we

allow “self-reliance” to mean starvation and sickness and misery for

poor families, for the aged, and for the permane

ntly disabled/perma-

nently discriminated against—then our mental health is seriously

in peril: we have entered the world of doublespe

ak-bullshit, and our
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