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BLACK AMERICAY DIRTY DOZENS AND THZ TRADITION
OF V28 hs. LISTIT 1 PIATA*

BY

KOFT AGOVI*%

INTHODUCT ION

Two apparent lITBCODClllable a’cti‘sudes seem tc inform Black
American perception of .11:8 hlatorlua.l and. cultura.l links with Afrlca..
The first is a move 'towards a close 1dent1flea.tlon with Afr:.ca, in
terms of a common Bla.c.k consclousness def:.ned by a stress on simiZar
historical, political and cultural expenences a.nd. aspira.t:.ons of
all Black peoples in the oontemporaxy world. From Ma.rcus Garvey
to Du Bois, George Padmore, _C.I..R, J ames and Aime Ceesii‘é;'" theife-. .
has been a consistent projection of a co*:nmoné'.la&k ‘world with ‘its
ovn values and creative expressions mainly on the political-artistis”
level. This is balanced by a seeoﬁd'gonsidéiaiioﬁ”ﬁamely; the' néed:
to "move a.way‘ from Africa J.n oﬁer t§ establ:.sh a ﬂew identifj' RREE
for Blacks in the American D:Laspora. on the bas:.s of equality and
integration with White American (Culture. While this second view
is less vocal and less visible in the foxm of a movement, it has
nevertheless acquired roots in intellectual and cultural circles’
in Black America.
* Flrst Presented a.t the 5th Anmal International Conference on Af:::l.ca.n

Litergture :and the English Language, 30'bh April - 5th May, 1985,
University of Gdlaba:r, Nig'eria.. O

#* Senior Research Fellow, Institute of Afrigan Studies, Unlversi'l:y
of Ghana, Legon,



A elear Gubodimeit™ of thése contlicting abiifides bovards
Africa was the Civil Rights Movement of the zixties. The success of
the movem:nt zave rise toc manifestations of a collective desire
of Black Americans for closer ties of identification with Africa.
The upsurze of Black consciousness gave rise to acedemic z-_md.
research prozrammes ani the éestab_lishment of ﬁ_xi__‘rican Studles
_ce_nj;re_s with a __fpcus_ on understanding Africa. Similarly, exchange
programmes and study tours of short duration were encouraged on
Stgﬁtle_Dle.apartme_njt level to f{oster__ a new perception of Africa.
Anotber,_pos;i:t}ye en_d-fresqlt ,Qf __t_he mqvemgnt was perhaps Alex __Haley‘s
film vers._ion_ of his book, :R_oots., w‘r;ich ‘re~-opened and vastly
populariged the f‘xfri_c_;an "surv_i_#a,ls“ arguments and issues' .1

The C_i;\_ril, Rights Movement also, paradoxically, embodied a
deflnite wq.:rive: towards acceptance and intggra.tion_ of Blacks in the

ma.lnstream of American life. It éouzght. to emphasise the right of

Black Americans to 'white respectabilily' and a denial of Africa.
a8 a focus of Black consciousness. The concept of 'Afro-American’
was repla,ce_d.. by a 'B 1a.o_k-Aﬁ1erican' oné_ by which the point was
forcibly made that there is inﬁ.eed a..refla.{;_ionshl_ip of. :c_:_olou_r_ y;ith
Africa, but that,. this doesh___nqt deny the. essential 'Americaness!
of al..l Blacks in that countxy. ‘-

The tendency of Black America to repudiate or embrace its

" itks with ',u,f'r_ji_c_a_ga;s.__..genezéal‘w :_”in':i_‘}ulenéed' the 'question of

locating sources and si.,-g'ns'z of the African p"a"st".o'f Afro-MHerlcanS.

In %he atea of Afro-American folklove research and schola.rnhip, .



tie denial 87 cultural ‘co"ri'liinuities with Afrieca has been based on
flhe tisbry Bf dedilburalisation of African institutions, values,
n;actmces ‘and behevioral patterns tﬁdt were brought to the Neh Jorld,
:.I.:i'lls v:Le-.-:.r sofitends that since African culiural institutions a,nd
“pracsices’ could not be sustaiiied in their entirety in the New World,
Sontimiities oannot bé meaningfully established. In theim estima-
.'\'.'f'io'rl', & decigive sbandonment of Africe in the New World,;..,diﬁ. ocour
";:'émbnp‘ﬁ~Iack‘“ ‘Ameridans.and this woull seem to-suzgest a progress
towards sepa.rd'be cultural develosment and an :Lnteﬂ'ra.t:l:on Wlth
white imerican civilibation. " Yoty as Szwed and Abrahams. .-
have pointed out, 'too mach ‘contrary ‘evidence exists for one to
accept (such) argument without some real qualifications'. As
they argue:
e« siiherever Afro-pmericans could interact with
each other {whether or not in the presence of
Mro-Ame.Llca.ns), shared eXpectatlons, attitudes,
‘and, feelingg. emerged drawing.upon the commonali-~
tiag of past experience in Africa and in the Nbw
dorld. . Jholesale carryovers of comminity-based

culture need not be posited to arcue that African
cultyral’ contimuities are obvious and longwlasting.

A
This paper takes the position, that thexe is a basis for establishing
" an affinity..bétweqn-_-the Black. Amerlcandlrty Dozens and the -
traditi_oii?féfn\tﬁi‘béi- inguli,gtff__j.l-q-:\_gﬁe;,geog:r;ﬁphic area in’ Af¥ica,"

- Fhana.: Ufmrvg:l:}hana as. a..-_Sta_n:';l’;ing: _point, _a.baée-line’_; thig i)a;péf'

“Antends .rtejo'i'_é'zzw ‘that hoth :,ﬁaﬁiﬁions ‘of verbal insult constitute



'pamé.llel procesges! and therefore weveal identical I.‘unctionSS “in
terms of what Simpson and Hammord have identified as 'tl;ie profcnmder
philosophic ::rlnc:Ll)le.; and, psycholorlcal attitudes which are fro-
qggrrbly more persistent and tenascious because they e:clst beneatl the
-1evell.of consqim;sness‘.s As wil:_l. also be seen, thiz paper gelies
almost exclusively on two authoritative articles on the Dozers for
analysig. The firr;t is by John Dollard, whose 1939 paper was on
The Dogens: Dialectic of Insuit”, The second is by Rogexr D.
Abrahams whose paper on "Playing the I}ézens“ cams out in 1962. Bobh
articles are reprinted together in {ritical Studies on Black Iife
and Gultﬁre, issued-in 1982 and edited by ﬁla,n Dundes.. This paper
iz greatly 1ndeb'ted. to Dollaxd and Abra,ha.ms for J.n.fcrma.tlon on

the Amerlcan Doze'ls used. in this analysis.

IT

In the postic traditions of Africa, praise and insult may, in

a seng;, constitute twin concepts. Their intimate concerns with
morelit; Jr and hraman a.chlevem\.“t in societly practlcally sugzest a
cloge identification, and a *flow’ of themes from each othex.
Awoonor has observed that -within many traditioms of poetry in Africa,
'the transition between praise and blame can be swift!? .7 Thers
praise iz the focus of attention, and the valusble in muman life

is the point. of celebration, those who ave so lavded may also be

advised or admonished. Similarly where violations of social




integrity ¢all for nubllc attenblon and rebuke, -direct. insult may -
algo 1nc.|.ud.e ..,.d_nom.tlcn, or:itlclsm, :anect:t.ve and wwit dependiny on the
severlfy of the offence. Qulte clearl; tnen, the borderline between

pralse and ingult is axtranely fluid, fllled as. 1t-were, w1tn satlre,

el
TedoTES

criticism and qdmonztzon.x-nenne the poetry of. 1nsult is not conceived

primarily as an OpDOolte concegt to pralse because: the former derrves'

some of its sense of meaﬂlnD from oonslderatlonsfof nezativity
embodied in praise poetry-.
In splte of tids affinity, the pOetrJ of abuse and insult also

e I.- L-r.f;
exists as a separate and dlstlnct form.r Early, accounts of European

—é

visitors toithe west cOast of Africa observed thenexistenée of induiit,

v nEnnd isd

ridicule and lampevning as a serlous pre-oqqupailon dn Af¥ican soclety.S.

In Ghena - the cegtral focus of uomparlson.ln thls‘ggper - there

Lk

hag been a lonr hlstony of researon dnd dccumertaxlon in versal

Tl

insult dmtlng from the 18th century._-ﬁrom tneﬁqgastnto-ﬁhe'Whlh:

texlanl, 365fisn (1704), lecks ek (1853)1, F1lis (--1887)'.-6‘.3@;-1:::

contexts. As we Enpil see, most :hanalan ;eﬁtivalsroffer oecasichs

. ,..¢_,r o
ok

for direct verbal lnsult; In addltlon they Tnay. algo” incorporates’
e
diztinet dratntis sketches and carlcaxures - remarmauly 31m11ar

to masquerads trastléno 1n‘\1gerla and Zambla - whose centraI
__‘__:.':._J (‘-«.L o Y
orlentatlon is tcwards satlre and r1d10u1e.9: Slmilarly, in .Akan

\w' \_ RS N
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costume and specific gestures and movement patterns to sugmest
confrontation and insulb. Hore recently, as a wesult of social change,
female urban dwellers in Ghana have culbtivated the tradition of insuly
through the use of hairstyles and textile designs whose meanings
have a verbal basis and whose insuli-expressions are inbended to
provoke confrontations in the form of quarrels and ."’i'igh'tss.qO

The development of verbal insult in Ghanaian society is not
unrelsted to the spesch peculiarities of language communities in the
country. Of the four speech styles which Nketiafssociates with L(197‘h733)
the Akan (the dominant population group in Ghana) only one - mmaa
kagsa, 'speech style of women', characterised by intemperance - seems -

t0 suggest a drive towards impoliteness, The rest, cbuo kasa,

'polite discourse!, mpanin kasa, 'speech siyle of elders! ani
adehye kasa, 'speech siyle of royals!, is characterised by politeness

and poebic sveech at’sributes.ﬁ - 8imilar differentiations are true

of the speech traditions of obhexr languagé communities in Ghana,
so that the preponderance of these spsech styles in language

traditions of Ghanaian culturel groups will seem to suggest

importent consequences for the way in which insult and blame may ba
conceived. In other words, already in existence in thess language
traditions in Ghana is a predetenmined framework’of polibeness and

poeticity which is bound -to influence negative turhs of gpeech.

For example, the Alkwapims, an Akan sub-group, snjoy the reputation




of couching their insults?'éVen'in’dﬁdinarv.ﬁiSCOursp?'ih a framework
of politeness. The gar"ﬂux the*mfore aé;ﬁ= to exlst in uhan3+an
speech.tradltlonu where 'bad lanﬁuave enjoys the proteotlon and
cover of 'poetlc Pollteness"

Mbreaver, as “Taxrrern and Bremooq{have chserved of theiBono,‘£1978 141)
these 1angua(:re COI‘.’JHRJ.Ill‘bleS tilso possess many poetically zbusive
phrases ven whlch nw be uged for stylistic oral display by the -
artistically o“'lleﬁged or sufficiently an?ered'12 persor. .This.
repertoire of 'poetically abusive phrases' falls under the speech
style of &¢lders which Nketia defines as the 'most important
culturally defined speech styls' of the Akan characterised by an
ornate style which-sugzests dephhs

vesolhe general effest is'not only to make the

style elegant but also to restrict its comprehension
to those familiar with this style. Hence mpanin kasa,
the speech siyle of elders iz aziso referred to as
'deep' language, kasSa a emu do, meaning that the

implication of a statement must be sought 'deep-down'
and not. at tha surface..,..13 :

The central @1311+y of this 'deep langua”e' is 1ts 1nherent feature

of allusion and-lndirecflon.. The Nzadwene, (poetic abuse) of the

Nzema of South-West Ghana embodles such a Leature partlculaxly in

its choice of old Ngzema words of abuse normally assoclated.with

the NlSdOm of the ancestral elders as in the followlnv teﬁto
Ananzeama dwod?onlodwo la :People of Ananze, forever Stuplﬁﬂ
be da be be le be koasea 1la They have ghown again that

be nee ye vi azelsnwo - They were ordained, f{rom
Heaven. in stupidity.



+

Beovy tomiamaaha lz. ., Thay have qhosenzaynincomPGOP
 besie agya kpole la . a8 king and onfirusted him with |
~ole amgbana ] power, . _
oti a bermwm akpule That is why they will pontinug

amOZio O O wss - - bo suffer on end n50e‘li4__._

With the exception’of koasea, '£o0l' or 'foolishhess!, which is
used in everyday situstions, the’ q_fc‘her two - d.wc;d.won}.odwo and
tomigmebs - aré sssociated with the language of the elders. Both .
of them describe degiees Sf-inherent stupidity with strong religious
overtones. The 'deep' negative implications of these poetically
abusive words among the Nzema make them unsuiteble for use in daily
homan intercourse and are therefore exclusively reserved for
occasions when the Ancesiors are abroad and come to join the
livingntoJehastise-6epartﬁres_f;dm the socieﬁﬁfa collective morality.
In 2ddition,ingepient -forms. of Verbal insult arg-also erbodied
in cradle and Malden songs. i?aregﬂthéré;is a héayy reliance on
allusion and indirect reference as a means of conbaining emotional
violence. Themes of stralneq‘¥?%?tlons, envy and jealousy .
constitute the content of oradle songs.. In.polysgamous households,
these emotional pressures. may be expressed to the hearine of cne's
rivals 1n4nanr1a9~. In this context, a crying child may be the
;'1mmedlaie occasion for provoking verbal 1nsu1t..

soa ,,Someone wished you Were. hera

e S o

" she wcmlﬁ. pu't you-on oa.mal blanke'b




But I have you to rear you on a torn mak
Someone wished she had you,

But T have you. ?

"!l i

Al*‘hou th saeh s:.tuatmﬂs are often m*endnd 'to pvo\roke con*ron’ta,tmns,

qhxmels and il"l’ltS, tqp ultlméte motiva,tlon is to provide a releame
from emotlonc," g'i;::‘a,lne‘ Slmlla.rl;, m malde"l songs wh:.ch a.luo harbcrur
verbal ingult as pa,rt_ _of its rgperto;re ‘C’f.te’FtS’ the _fralmqworkl of
laghter and vcod humo'ur .b scomes -a,n ;a,VQme for emotional releas;e
Against the baclkground of a Drlo'ht moovzl:Lg'rfs9 a wroup of maidens -
sy zather in a cucle at tha Vlllage Sguare and sing, with a,ppa.rent
wit and satirical mmoury”gbout the transiressions of their loved
Ones. Where rivals .in 161;9\ declde to bring' their i:.rivé,te qilarrels
and jealtmsiés i,nto__ the open, they are constrained to express their
emotions humorously as we Find in this text from Fzema maiden songs:

You enjoy a short prick c
I enjoy & short prick

:ﬁhg do you tell ne

I enjoy. a shory prick?

A participant who feels so. insulted may awalt her t"dxl-}i;“ gump into
the centre of the arena and nrov:l,de an approprla.te regponse:

Ynmrs is a locse vagina

Kine is & loose vazina

Why do you tell me s et
I have a loose _vag.i‘.na?“

Onets elff{;rts a;t ¥ O'Eltdf)in‘g_' 'bb.e O'tl:'lel‘ in .'I:he grena. ma,sr cnly be_;

rewarded with apprecistive laughter and applsemse, but this is never




allowrad to lesd to dirsct confromtation or fight in the course of

in seme fasbivals in Ghans where ingult performance ig rituglised,
texts are shara,c‘té::*istically' direct, profusely obécene and deliberately
unpoetiou' On the second day of the Blmina bakatue festival, a rite
of defamation known as ngee is perfcu:med‘u In it, children of all
ages 'thérﬂc' theirhmothers. for their upbringing in a languamze
characteriged by insullis and exagzeration:

Thway with your watery and tasteless soups.t
15 bad cock of a mother?, "A witch who makes it

impossible for your children to prosper®:

17

T4 liar and a source of disgrace $o us.”

Bongs of acrimony, viilification shd provocation msy be sung by
drunken young men of two oppoging factiong - royalisis znd commoners —
in the Wenchi Apoo festival when they meet on sacred grounds to
recount the shortcomines and misdeedsh of each ofher in the course éf‘
the year. Similarly, az a2 preiuds o ths Ewmdolé clesnzing caremony
in the Adoabo kundum, terse statements and utterances of hirhly
cbscene nature are addressed to womanhood as two groups of adult

males parade in total darkness from one end of the tcen to the other
at damm. Ho lizht is allowed anywhere near the area ard it is
forbidden for women and chiliren to be in sight. There is a strong

emphasis in these terse, derogatory statements on sexuality. Obzcene

statements and shouts of insult arve in particular addressed to female




sexusl organs. . 411.these expressions ‘are inbended to be s sérious-
encounter in collesctive social efpiatien and purgation.,

I_n oozitlex'ts where ingult iz conceived a% -4 poetic actiwvity,
similar motivations of revenge, pgycholozical release.-and moral
considerations may inspire the performance. The predominait themes
of sbuge and insulit-still cent:r;:e- avound women and bheir sexual parts.
In the Bwe hslo, poets are sgeéia,l}y domiss_ipned to di.?;' into the
history of opposing groups for 'juley bits:about whose grandmother
Was a whore orwhose grandfa‘bner ’oull ‘a wWealth on stolen goods’®., 18
The following text from the Nzemu poetry of ebuse in the kundum
festival sbout women and their new cragze Lor cosmetics and face
fashions evoked geles of laughber from the orowds

vasoLook at them again’

‘These .wonei

Look st the faoea they wears .
-ﬁhlle '{:pelr faces shone red .
their private parts remain dirty! '

who has not -seen this?

If you meet these women
benoldl the odour on their bodies
ig worse than the smell of

Akangi, the balok ant!’?

The audience ab such parformances are thers.to enjoy the subtlebies .

of wit. and sarcasm ox show appreciation for the imaginative use of




lanzuage of the rerfc_,hemo Thils the lanmame 1s lm;-,—tc— arth

anG t*._e insult iz dir eot, it is veally ti‘e cﬁmparlsonu, a,ilu:Lonr

and ..:n'b""l&"rl? nna,,rv xmloh hmve tp_e total effact of‘ creabting

1augh,er and 'cove rl p‘ intense feelinﬂ's
Kodzo this lIlf‘.JeOlle; ev11 a,nl..;a,l _
who fucks éther's wives fatteﬁinglyl'
his buttocks run off, his testh yellow
his penis has wound a rope around '
his:wéiét pulling him around and ava¥oacoae
eosoohis mouth as loryr as the pig i
b lowin_:g; the twin whi tle..
Somethiny indeed has ha.ppened.ozo

Through their skill with words and their ability to evoke lauzhber

and entertainment, the poets in the Ghanaian tradition of shuse and
ingult insist that their poetxy i® essentially for enjoyment.
Althonzh their poetry proviles avemuss for emotional release
villification and victimisation, their vrimarv alm iz v recoucile

negative feelings and emotions throush laughter and wit.

B

In an sarly article on "The Dozefis: Dialectic of Tnsult” in

1939, John Dollard stabes that the ‘merican Dozens exists as a

‘pattern of interactive insult which is used among some-American

Fegroes®. It takes the form of 5 'game', ‘nlay' or ‘gally! of words




belwean t‘-:m youths who perform it only in the presence of others.
Accordingly,+ta playful atiitude surrounds the whole affair and
it apparently gives greab sabisfaction bo the participantst® ®
The subject matter of the Dozens concern infidelity,
.
impotence and homosexual tendencies, and these a.re conveyed by means
of 'innuendees =nd J.ndlrect relereﬂceS'az? althmg‘h Dollard a,d.m:.ts
that gimilar forms have been known and tranemlttecl J_n remo‘l;e perte
of the earth, 'no relationship is presumed betv'een the Amerlean
Negro and any other similar form.' This .-.,eser'hlon probebly
encouraged Roger D.-_'Abre.hams 'l'.‘o beliave tln:a.t _the Dozens is a
Peculiar Negro institution: .
seeohs an institutionalised mechanism the dozens
is most Important to the Lowerwclass Negro youth
'in gearch of his masculine identity. It repre-
sents o transition point in his 1ife, that place
at which he casts off a woman's world for a man's,
and Degins to develop the tools by which he is o ..

implement his new found poeltlen, as g member of
a n"a.nt., exlstence,23 Ce

It4g: “significant that insspite of the cbvicus plaér element in ’she ‘

. Dogens, both Dollard and. Lbrahams gee the Ilezem m relatlon to

At

turbnlanse: "misplaced aggression’, 'ready brawls and etreet flghte'
2 'gang existence®.::In a racially fpae?a}ant__egl ?n?}rﬂmen‘t _\ah.lch

algo havbours dispossessed Blacks, it is _p__erk}ape _eoneisten.bs- e ..
one fimdes in smah of ths literature on Blacks in America, ,te_ )

ae’e'aeiaté-='-tneigymbol of violense with an important activity of thab




discriminated_minoriﬁy.in.gmerican'societyn. However, an.unfortunaﬁe
impression is created of the Dozens in the sense fhat outward viclance,
rather thar a verbally entertaininz ?iolenée, is aﬁ essential feature
of the American Dozens. |
Indeed,.outward violence is also s feature of 1eés poetic contexts
of insult in some festivals in Ghana. In the Apoc festival, songs
of serimony and provocation are sung hy drunken youngmen who, on that
occasion, may indtiate fights and brawls, sometimes ending up in
wounds and injuries. Even in the more artisiic context of the halg,
it may at times degenerabte ‘into fizt and minor skirmishes! .24
Nevertheless, these are eilther unimporfant considerations or they
are deliberately encourazed as 2 dramatlic expression of momentary
cosmic disordarn_ In the 1at‘té:;:‘ c';_éSe, violence can occur.-i.n any form
becanse there is s general awaveneds of a situation of ﬂiéorder,
a 'created! chaos?_where human aﬁd non~-himan forceé suspend their
contrel on life and no one is expected to vnlay Jod. Accordingly,
normal social sanctions and retribuitions also cease %o be enforced.

Tiolence here issustainedby a collective awarenecss of self-destruction

88 @ necessary prelude to reteneration and restoration of order.
Hence violence beaoomes synonymous 7ith & psychological condition
of expiation, emotional release snd Frowth.

¥oreover, the 'paychology of growth' which characterises verbal

ingult in the Dozens, also finds parallel expreé®sion in some verbal




art foxms normally associated with adolescence in Africa. Riddles,
foll\.’cales &a malden sonss for example, ave significant signposts in
the growth of the oldld in Africen society becanse of their emphasis
.o Self—dlSOWeI‘J and self-awareness in relation to the social
erviromment. Through these forms, a child is enabled to acguire
language competence and verbal maturity to handle a.nd conceptualise
comple;_t relationships in his socizl erwiromment. He is adjudged .
'mature' when he demonstrates a oei-tain kind of verbal competence .
in cultural perspectives. This process of growth is, in effeot,
similar to the one sbrahens associates with the Dozens as played

by Black American Youthss

.o n-edg soxnal awareness grows, the vilification
of the mother is changed to sexual matbers, the
contests becoms more heabed and the insulis moxe
noteworthy. Many of them take the form of rhymes
or puns, signalling the bezinning of the bloom of
verbal dexterity which comes to fruition later in
the lony neyrative poem called the "toast" and
indicating bthe necessity of applying sbrict formal
gtructures to higzhly volatile matiers.

The process of acquiring 'verbal- aex‘ber:s.ty' then is-an expression

of boyeg in transition to manhood., More 1mportan‘b, it is 1ndlca.t1ve

of g kind of creg.tlve Vel‘bca.l ma.turlty when 'volaﬁslle ma,tters' are
contained by 'strict formal stmotures‘ "Iignifying® or the -
bechniqua of indirect "argument or persua.sion beoomes important

bacanse ag Abrahams points ous, it is imore subtly utilized in the




Dozena'zé giving rise to & dominant poetic inberest that effectively
helps to realize the ‘play’ or tentertainment? element in the uozenso
Interestingly', ag we h;s.ve eg.rl_l_e_r nobed, in the Ghanaian tradition of
verbal insuli, the formal étrqg_‘hqs:es- of song, chant and i‘eoi‘bai_ have
divects relabionship tvi%;-h the technigues.of indirect r'c-zlferezlcg9 -allusion
and imange'rj'. S'hruc‘hu:ces a:ad devices provide an imﬂedﬁ:.ate frame.*r‘.rork
and unltJ of wpproa.ch for tl"e poetic expression of lnsult.
Together, they consultute a clever' ~artistic means of expresslﬁg
emotions in words. | In tha.s sense, the American Dozens may be said
%0 manifest a siﬁilgé"‘&omern with i%s Ghanaian counterpart in
the need to con'trol and d:LSclpllne intense feeling and emotlon
through purely lmera.ry Hears «

Related to thls, as esarlier noted, lS a concern with 1anghter
and antertamment in; i.‘he Dozenéa., The fo"l ?l.o‘v;rz.nT excerpts fron the

American Dozens are a oase in po:s_nto

(a) iI mcked yo*.lr méther 111 3, horﬂe and wagon
She sazd ‘scuse me, mls'berg my pussy 8
dragging?. R

(») I fucked your mother between two vans up
Jumped a baby and’ hollered, .“superman’

—
o
p—

T fucked your nothef-on cl’sy ‘k_aj.l
Tilliam Pemn said, YDon’t take it 2117,

(a) :‘Le.kai your mother on a ten—ton 'brur:.k
she said, "God damn, baby you - b

sure can fuck"”.”, .o P

Foanaen o f
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Emoodied in the texts are insulf-expressions whose total orientation

end drive is towards. ridicule, exagzeration ard mmour. Albthough

insults are highly personaiised in the Dozens this is balanced by a

dominant intention to cause laughter and to enfertain through |
mmour, and deliberate exaggeration. In the Ghanaisn tradition,
where a similar mode of personalisabion is often the case, sometimes

leading Yo the actual mention of the names of living persons, it ig

the poet's imaginative twiste with language, what Awoonor has '

described as 'the verbal gemius of the poets, thelr inven’civeness,
and their fanbasbic imaginative powers'Z %o evoke ridioule and
laughtar_whigh__cgunts. Participants at insult-sessions do not go
bhere to witness fights, quarrels and misunderstandings. ‘Theyﬁgo
there to. delight in ‘bne 1‘?9?’-‘?:5 _j;\;rit_ and saroasm__as__well ag in hls |
imagin%tiye appeasement of hmman feeling and emotion. I% cannot be
8aid therefore that verbal insglt _funp’cigns as = paycholpgioal
reléase for only thogse who directly indulge in the performance a,ndl _

subsequently may fight among themeselves., It is important for the

Performers to reslise the need to establish a framework of .'__j.;ugh’cer -

and entertainment so thal the audience can meke a meaningful
peychological identification with the performancs. Onlyin -l_;_hj‘,g‘ .

way can the performance become a functional tool for the audience.

A I

‘a8 well, Both traditions of insplt in effect provide the means for

such an sudience idemtificstion through the poel's imaginative use

a .

IR Ca




of largnaze to evoke leajhter and kmmou_m

In addition 4;9 all these 1t can also b.e_- seell _i"‘_r__"om the te:;ts |
that there is a strong presence of anti-feminine fee:lin_g in_ thei )
Dogens. Attitudes and poses ranging from hostility,. censure avd
umiliagtion of females seem to characterise the creative utterances
of the predominantly male participants in the Dogzems. This has led
Abrahams to contend that verbal dwelling among Black American youths
provides an escape from the stronghold of mabriarchal values. It
enzbles participants to assert their vipility and mg;iinity at a
time when female. dominance has to be repudiatgd or ogs’c off. For
a seemingly diffe:aenﬁ reason, thers is also a strong element of
negative ubterances about _fema,les in the Ghanaian tradition of insult.
While both male and female moral detractors in Thanaisn society may.
be lampooned. in satirical songs, the pred_.ri_amina,nce of an’l;imfe:ninine
feeling in Ghanaian verbal insult oan be exnla,lned in ‘serms of a
certain perception of womanhood in J:-(-g]_.aft;:ihc?;_"L to collective morality,
Just as in the American tradition of bthe Dozens, the assertiOn Of‘ y
mageulinity can be explained in relation Jso a cer‘ba.ln perceptmn of
Black American womsnhood. It Seems that in both ‘tradltlons, wamaey
are regerded =8 a s_ynﬂao_lic_barxf;.ler to the aspirabions of the g:toup
concerned. In the case of African society, women are c(ms31:5{&,\::-(9::;‘L
barriers to moral rlr;&ﬁ:eousness, while in Black smerican society,

this has to do with the aspimetions of youth groups towsrds "manliness? .




Thng, as morsl- or.psrcholo;-?ical ba:crier to posztwe a,SpJ ratiohs ‘
in male-oriented socisties, women 1nev1ta01,y beoome the target of i
|

'seriocust and 'playful! insult in both 'bl‘adl‘thl’JSu B

(.)ne,‘:'oi“ course, is not saying there are no differences
bebween the American Dozens and the Ghanaian tradi’c;ion of verbal
insult. Differences exist in the degree of institutionalisation
in relation to the local culture. While the Ameriecan Dozens, for
example, limite itself largely to-a.projection of a paychological
sifuation of mal—ﬂse in aclolescenf ’o“ehs,vn.‘.hour, the Ghana tradition
of lnsutlt p‘lDJeGuS seveval areas of kmman relevance whose orientation
is mainly ocultural. In the :ha,z}e.ldn gontext, verba,l :Lr,;Sul iz deeply
rooted in the cul'hure as 2 crea-tlve tool for defmmb the moral
.ﬂlprmmtles cmu genge of‘ dlrec+1@n of the culture, Yet in the
mrsﬁi‘t ‘o“fh-’thes-emnparen‘tlg :iiff erex%‘h obaectlves, both tra,dﬁ: OT
revesl an inner resn.llence fcr CORMON - 'ph:.losophlc.,“pgznclplss and
psychological attitudes', as we have 'L'ra.ed to demonstrateg Thus in

their relationship to the development of m:oup c:onscleusness both

trad:l.“alons reveal s firm awareness of ritual, . }sychologlca,l,

ose parallel motlvatlons are

Linguistic and me:;:a:sz;_prq&gggg&wh




go shrikinzly similar thet one is templed to concinde a. common
origine - Thvs one congiderstion seems Ho stand out: Shere-ig

a recognition that distarice, enviromment and dcculturation zlode
carmot srsse the deep=springs of humanism that inform art and

its expression in mmiman’s$ocishy.irifsronerioskd at both traditions
of verbal insult, it can be said that Black consclousness in art,
a reflection of alt"commonBlack humanity, has been ablz o sustain
both tradj'_.bioﬁshov-er ‘oJ‘..méa _ir:cespeotive ofl.l.dist_ame Qﬁd changes

in environment.

[l
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