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m f'OAER IN~ IIEOI.ffiiCAI... COOEXf: 
Tl£ LIMITS OF f£U11W..IZATIOO 

by 

otwin Marenin 

WOrds are pc:Mer. 'Itley can 1 change 1 reality; they can 
mystify; they can degrade. WOrds have been used for all these 
purposes by the daninant, and Ufahamu 1 s call in its rerent 
editions that "Africa calls herself what she wishes to be called 
and not what alien peq>le would want to call her," and asking 
for contributions "on possible alternative terms and redefini
tions of these" 1 re<:X)gl1izes and reacts to this process of 
danination through language . 

'!Wo aspects of the prcblem need to be kept analytically 
distinct. One, that current teirns in use by aliens are deroga
tory in nature of African realities, unscientific and inaccurate, 
and racist inspired. The article by Fluer~an et al2 anply 
docurrents the misuse of one texm - tribe. Second, there is the 
issue of who is to prqx>se new tenns and who is to accept them 
on whose behalf. The first is a question of neutralizing words , 
or making them d:>jective and accurate; the second is an issue 
of pcMer, a question of ideologizing words, if you want, so that 
what they rrean will reflect the interests and needs of the de
finers and the groups for whan they define. 

l/ The two issues are by no JreanS identical, though they 
overlap; and I will argue that the solution to the first is not 
a solution to the second issue but that conrentrating on substi
tuting for offending words those which please is a superficial 
enterprise which does not deal with the root causes of the 
problem (and may even cbscu:re these) , nor is it a solution at the 
level of language itself. To make the argurrent a ffY questions 
need to be analyzed. One, what are the cbjections to certain 
words? '!Wo, what makes these words pc:Merful and paverfully 
offensive (clearly there are many words prcposed and extant 
which do not achieve the effect of demeaning the object, though 
that may be the aim)? Three , what are the solutions? 

Let us deal with the objections. There is , first , the 
criticism that pc:Mer to define words lies with certain groups 
only who through their oontrol of the rreans of cx:mm.mications 
have the pcMer to define reality. Secondly , that the new terrns 
used do not have a referrent or a corresponding reality. Third
ly, that the words used are vague , imprecise, inaccurate , un-
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scientific and that "there is no scientific basis for the oon
tinued use of"3 them. Fourthly, that the terms used are degrag 
ing and demeaning, racist, used to make groups feel inferior. 
Fifthly, that the words are ideological, used to reystify realit 
and peq>le. Mafeje 1 s argment against tribalism as ideology is 
an exarrple of this objection, as in Fluer-cobban et al 1 s long 
section on the relationship of tribe to colcnial rule and ra
cism in m:x1ern society. 4 Tre last argunent means rrore than tha: 
words are vague or inprec:i.se or derogatory, but that they em
phasize a particular aspect of reality while neglectiiXJ the m:> 
relevant and urgent distinctions . This last criticism is rel at· 
ed to the first one mentioned but is rrore ena:npassing since 
even ncn-definers will grON to use the mystifying ideology; and 
this awlies to the owressor and the c;wressed. 

Each of these critiques inplies a corresponding solutia 
The first that payer to define shift to another group or groups 1 
The third that the terms used be made clearly definable , aco..u:at 
and precise in their descriptive and analytical i.nplications. 
The fourth that the terns be made neutral, made to sey nothing 
beyond their denotations . Tre seoond and fifth that the inter
ests served by certain phrases be ~ and words devised 
which will expose the true objective reality thereby serving 
new interests, narrely those of the dc:minated. 'ttle first solu
tion goes beyond the level of language itself and deals with the 
social, eooncmic and political oontrols of the processes of 
cx:xrmunication. The last four are rrore restricted i n their 
prescriptions and can, even in an overall situation where cx::n
trol rests with others, find expression as long as that cx::nt.rol 
is not total (which it never is). Journals such as Ufahamu 
are living exarrples. 

It is easy erou;Jh to fail to distinguish the probl.errs 
pointed to by these critiques and to arrive at solutions which 
are misleading and ineffective. Fluer-cdX>an et al' s article , 
and Ufahamu 1 s call for new terms, are vivid exanples . Fluer
Cd>an e t al object to the word tribe since it has been used to 
establish or reinforce a superior-inferior relationship, and 
present at great length the "lcng history of cont:.entrt: , ~res
sion, insult and degradation" in the etym:>logical develq:rrent 
of the word and lx::M it has been used by scholars, politicians 
and journalists to this effect. Tre superior-inferior distinc
tion was artificially created to maintain the exploitative 
CX>ndi tions of colonialism, and was also an expression of the 
underlying racism that they feel is associated with the rrodem 
world, and the particular fonn of ecx::nanic organization which 
characterizes the Western variant. They conclude that it is 
"sh.arreful" that a nON obsolete tenn born "in colcnialism and 
nurtured in racism is still used uncritically in scientific and 
popular literature," and prcpose as renedy the "sinple substi-
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tution of the tenus; "culture," "etlmic group," "society," or 
"pecple," all of which carry a similar social scientific nean
ing with:>ut the oolonialist arrl racist referent!S What they want 
are clean, oojecti ve, cacparati ve words. Nothing wrong with 
that wish. 

What I do quarrel with is their "sinple substitution" 
solution and what it is likely to achieve. It is alm:>st totally 
irrelevant to the prd:>lem they have raised and is devoid of the 

"socio-political analysis" they pranised in the title. 

We need to ask what makes words powerful ideologically 
(not what makes tb:m offensive - all words can be offensive to 
sarel:xxiy rut only sore aCXJUire the social standing which makes 
them ideological and offensive) arrl what is their rol.P. in mai.n
tai.n.i.n:J a situation of inferiority-superiority, in creating the 
oonsciousness that allc:ws the daninant the luxuries of their 
CH;>ression and shackles the cbninated to the idea in their mi..nJs. 
It soould be clear that what Fluer~ et al object to is not 
so rruch the word itself rut rrore the use of the word and the 
social oontext in which it is used. It is also clear that they 
think there is a oorrespood:inJ reality in which cultural values 
matter in the interactions of groups, for the call for a DeN 

label acknadedges the reality rut wants it narred differently. 6 
What is less clear is whether descriptive inpreci.seness is a 
major CXJIXleril for tb:m since the tenns they advocate are quite 
arguably rrore inpreci.se. People, culture, society certainly do 
not can:y a "similar social scientific rreaning. "I Their argu
rrent, then, is mainly with the derogatory and ideological nature 
of the word tribe and the way in which it has been used to 
justify exploitaticn. 'Ihls ~ of words cannot be disassociat
ed fran the power relations of the groups involved, and it is 
this neglect which makes their prqx:>sed solution irrelevant. 

Power is a relationship between groups; arrl the ~ of 
words lies either with those who cxntrol their rreanings, or in 
the v.urds tb:mse1 ves, or in the acoeptanoe, for whatever reasons, 
by the daninated of the i.nposed characterizations. The crucial 
aspect of word pcMer is that they are a part of an ideology 
creating in the q:pressor ani the cypressed a cxnsciousness 
which does not challenge existing objective oorditions. The 
~ is not in the words themselves. Words change perceptions 
and oonsciousness, and only in the long run may this, and this 
is a big if, oontribute to a change in oojective cxnditions. In 
themselves words are nothing arrl it is only their social oontext 
which gives them rreaning ani power. Tb:re, also, are no neutral 
words . Every word can aa::umulate oonnotations which demean and 
mystify. There are no tenus which will solve the misuse of 
language , or the existence of q:pression throogh J anguage. What 
is acceptable nCM was inflarnnatory yesterday and will be reaction
ary tatorrc:M. There, also, are no scientifically objective 
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words. 'lb pursue words is chasing the tail of the snake when 
the read should be ~· 

Let rre illustrate. Fluer-cobban et al think that "etl 
nic group" is a better word than "tribe". A quick lcx:k at the 
etym:>logy of the term shcMs this to be a highly suspect prepo
sition. The phrase is as value-laden as "tribe" - it rrerely 
has oot ye t been in use long enough to attract q:probrium. Tt 
word cares fran the Greek ethnos - rreaning heathen or pagan, 
and refers to "nations oot Christian or Jewish, "8 or "belongil] 
to or deriving f ran cultural, racial, religious or linguistic 
traditions of a pecple or country, especially a primitive one: 
ethnic danses . "9 It is related to etlmoamtrism, the belief 
in the superiority of one ' s own group over others or the incli 
nation to interpret the values or custans of other groups in 
terms of one ' s own. It carries a quite derogatory rreaning 
"especially in the .Arrerican context in which it becarre J:q>ula
rized, referring to those groups CHX>Sed to integrative effort 
and liberal gove:r:nrent programs, especially racist, uneducated 
and unassimilated elerrents . " Only reamtly has it "becane le
gitimate to be an ethnic. nlO (Ethnics are the ones wlx> burn 
the buses . ) Lastly, "exactly what is rreant by ethnic group is 
sarething that scholars have seldan found easy to describe. "11 
Far fran being neutral, accurate or precise it is none of that 
It is an .Arrerican term and its use in other parts of the \olOrlo 
would sinply be another aspect of the cultural inl:lerialism 
Fluer-cobban et al object to . 

To react to v.urds is a passive, a wasrer-wanan strateg 
which leaves it up to the definers to set the terms and the 
refonrers to clean up. It plays into the hands of the users -
for suppose "tribe" were to be e liminated fran use today, "eth 
group" v.uuld do quite nicely and vast CHX>rtunities for new 
coinings v.uuld open up: ethnicalism, groupism, etc. all carryi 
subtle nuances in rreaning and contenpt. The recx:mrendations 
Fluer-cobban et al rrake ask us to change v.urds in the i'q>e tha 
the users may be transforrred; yet if the new v.urd is blunt it 
will be quickly honed into a cutting edge by rhetoric and use 
as long as the will to do so exists. They seem to think that 
the use of other v.urds will sareh<M change things . It will 
rrere ly rrake th3n feel rrore canfortable . They want nice v.urds, 
neutral v.urds when the need is for p<:Merful v.urds. Their ~ 
rrent accepts a never-ending process and as long as they do th:! 
daninant will be able to manipulate the process. Trey address 
the wrong audience and advocate a garre by rules others have se 
on a field not of their chcosing. 

But having said this much is not having said a great 
deal about a solution. In a sense it is obvious that v.urds 
follCM power . The question is what can v.urds do before power 
relations change or what can they do to influence such change? 



ic 

61 

'lb realize that language is superstructure yields no strategy 
on the level of language. It would, at best, be difficult to 
get the daninant to accept new words which reveal their inte
rests, for the argunent made against CErtain words irrplies 
that these words are there for a purpose, that they are useful 
in protecting the interests of sare and so to ask for diffe
rent words rreans asking for sarething against the interests of 
tre pov.erful. If sudl demaJxjs were to sucreed that in itself 
would sh<::M that the struggle has been won. Or that the inte
rests which were protected are rDN protected in other ways 
and the acreptanoe of neutral words is rrerely symbolic. 

To rrove fran bad to good words will not do nn.tch. This 
is not to belittle the sentirrents behind the danand for change, 
nor to irrpl y that others are unaware of the relations between 
social power and word power and what is ultimate, but to argue 
that words chosen are still the choiCE of the daninant, in this 
case clairnin:j to speak for the cppressed. Tbe rrore irrportant 
problem is to analyze the proress of ~e d1ange and h<::M 
it can be made effective in an ideological sense. Tbe first 
p:>int is that the daninated nust be the definers of the tenns 
which fit them. Tbe seoond, and this renters on the level of 
l.anJuage, is that rather than searching for neutral tenns the 
search should be for the rrost offensive ones. 

Tbe evolution of what to call Africans in Arreri.ca, in 
tre 'lEA, is a case in point. Tbe shifts fran Colored to Negro 
to Afro-Arreri.can were carried out for the exact reasons and 
purposes which Fluer-cotban et al now support. Tley, ooe 
woold guess, would have cpted for the word Afro-Arreri.can. But 
trese were words chosen for the dcmi.nated, arrl they were 
euplani.sms. To continue the exarrple, Black which has beoc:Jre 
tre accepted tenn, though at one ti.Ire it was highly derogatory, 
was chosen fran the needs and perspecti. ves of the minority. 
It proved effective, nn.tch. rrore so than the other tenns in 
chan:Jing oonsciousness, because it was a tenn rreant to offend 
and therefore confronted, wh:m used, the majority with one visi
ble distinction which the other tenns, in the interest of a 
hanrony which benefitted the majority, euplani.stacally tried 
to avoi d . Using Black forCEd the majority into acknowledging 
the past and the existing inequalities rrore effectively than 
the other tenns because it proclairred that Blacks as a group, 
because of their skin, becuase they were black, had been the 
victims of the system. And onCE the tenn becane self-conscioos
ly used by Blacks it CEased to have the power to oppress and 
degrade . (Chicano has a similar history; arrl history is replete 
with exanples of groups which adcpted the rrost derogatory 
narre levelled against them as a rreans to defuse its intent and 
achieve cohesion.) Tbe power of words will be broken when the 
dani.nated reject the rreanings irrplied by the daninators, and 
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rothi.ng does it as effectively as accepting the worst, JOOSt 
derogatory word. The nessage sent~ be sinpl.e: "We are 
~ressed; there are ro nice words for this; the words~ m 
wish to demean us do rot work anynx>re; find arother ooe if 
wish." The rules of the game would be reversed. The daninal 
would create and not react. 

\'brds do make a difference, but ally when they are 
ideologized. Running etway fran derogatory words solves I'lOthl 
What would 'WOrk might be called the guerilla strategy - to ul 
the limited resources available to take over the larxl and pl.J 
one's own rreanings. To affinn tribe, primitive, or jungle a: 
relevant tenns but to i.np:)se different rreanings . let primit 
rrean social ~tion; let tribe be CX1'11!11nitv; let traditic 
rrean wisdan; or witchcraft be m:!dici.ne. The call Ufahamu mac 
smuld not have been for rew words rut for redefiniti..als of 
existing derogatory ones . New words will ally prettify. 
Derogatory words might lead to cllar¥Jes in cx:nscioosness. 
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