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Vhat's in Small Talk?: Revolutionary Communication

4 in Black Children's

Revolutionary communication in the context of A ican American Ale styles

is resistance and assertion. It is where our p ave resisted oppression
It

and asserted their sassiness. These"rwin compone is of the African American

experience are indicative of revolution4y communication prdcesses in our

Children games. The intent of revolutionary communication is.to create

situational change.. Asante (Smith) and Rich in Rhttdric of Revolution, a

littlenoticed book, published in 1971 argued that all revolutionary com-
.

muidication is concerned with dramatic situational change. Although th'

games of African American children may not be as overtly concerned with'a

dramatic change, the change suggested is most certainly significant.

It4s the thesis of this paper that black children games like the
fi

more thdfoughly discussed spiritpals, blues, hollers? and sermons serve

4 -
a resistance purpose. The whole of black Culture, during and after the.

slave experience, was orchestrated toward the salvation of the people.

This is not to evoke wonder; it is rather as should be expected when a

people are constantly bombarded with negative stimuli from the oppressor

society. .

We have chosen several games from historical and contemporary black

societies to demonstrate the extent of the resistance and assertion in
A

children games. The contemporary gamesvere.selectid from a sample of

23 children in the BUfalo black community. Our aim was to select current

-games ana to determine to what exten ey reflected resistance and asser-
,

tion. 4

Older games were collected from Bessie Jones' Aeo it Down. She found

her gathes along the coasts of Oeorgil and South Carolina.
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Our ihalysis stems frpm the theoretical propositions advanced by Asante

In 1970 in his article "A Metatheory for Black Communication." Thus the

interaction of frame of mind, structure of code, scope of context,'and

'message delivery constitute a metathenretical field for analysis. The

hignificancelof this field, this system, is that itkprovides a place fore

exploring black language and communication. All aspects of black language

_Ala life are interwoven in these games. The following examples serve to

demopptrate the resistance and assertion.

Where yoU going buzzard?
Where you going, crow?
I'm going down to new ground
to knock Jim Crow
up to my kneecap
down to my toe

And everytime I jump up
I knock Jim Crow
I knock
I knock Jim Craw
`I knock, I knock_
I knock Jim Crow

Originating with the blacks along the Georgia and 'South Carolina coasts this

singing game was an attack on the political and commercial caricature whip.

Asad come into American Euglish. A white actor name(Prhomas D. Rice had

begun to characterize 'a jolly free plantation slave in the 1820's.. (Jbnes,

3.974) Blacks who heard about the xharacterizatipn from those who had
. .

occasion tosee it Were angerei. It was this recreative anger which led

them to teach theip.children to knock Jim Crow, The image of the jolly,

free plantation lelave was Inimical to-them. The impact of the game'wai

increased as they-incr4ased the tempo tip knock Jim Crow.

Al V
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Little Sally Walker
sitting in a saucer
crying and a:-weeping

over All she has done

Rise SallytRise,
wipe out your eyes I.
'fly to the east; Sally

.11y.totthe west, Sally
Fly to the very one
you love the best.

Oh, shake it to-the east
Oh, shake it to the west
Oh, shake it to the very one
you love the best.

r

Little Sally Walker expresses the optimism almost alway, present in the

black community. Not only is the game an expression of optimism and a Command
.

for strength "Rise Sally Rise" but a revolutionary statement-for Sally to wipe

the tears from her eyes and to fly to the very one she loves the best. Clitldreri
, 0_,

following the lead of their parents always turned the games into positive state-
.

dents, even when -they started out sadr;or tragic. Little Sally Walker was not

to remain seated, crying and weeping ins ..;saucer, she was to rise and after
.4117

..

R

_rising she was to be sassy and shake it to the east and to the wast'.,and to
y
the

f , /
4

one she loved,the best. ,
7,

4
.

Way go,-Lily .

Way go, Lily ,

,,I'm going to rule my ruler
atm going to rule my ruler /./

I'm going to ,rule him
with a hickory.

I'm going to rule him
with a hickory.

I

This song is usually-punctuated by "sometimes," It probably originated
V %,

4 ,

during slavery and is rarely heard .now elpt in Charleston and Savannah.

/ . , 4
Resistance. is Paramount. One can see the obvious sentiment of wanting to

., /-
-..

. treat the th/f eater like the master has treatd the/slave. 4 song was sung

.' .

.

S

11,

r
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ii the slave quarters and continued Ln.theeegtegated Ottostafter the war

betweenithe states. Such provocative songs and danc4 kept alive the hope of
4

4

a better day. In factthe words "sometimes" and "some day" were used in an

aminous-way.

Sandy Ree

Way down yonder
Sandy Ree

Where I come from
Sandy Ree , °

Girls love boys
Sandy Ree

Like a hog loves:corn
Sandy Ree

.

Papi got a shovel

Mama got the hoe .

If that ain't farming
I don't know

Dog'on the pnch
kicking off fleas

,Chicken in the yard
scratching up peas

Old brother rabbit(
died*with-a habit
in my' garden

eating up the cabbage

If I live
..to .see next fall

I ain't gonna pldnt

no cotton'at all

Mama in the cotton patch'
Picking up cotton !

Papa in,town )

drunk and sloppin't.../

vtri, if I live
and I don't get ki

,

I'm going back 4,
°

to Jaclisorville.

Road.li wet
woods is muddy_
daddy's so drUlik

He can:t stand st dd
S

t

a

11

\
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Down in th% bottom -

cotton goes rotten
Aain't get a bale

) It's no need of,trattins

Your dog bark
Re don't see,nothin'
My dog bank

in-- Re done tee somethin'

One of these dayi
aid it won't be long
You'll look for me here

And I'll be gone.
.

1

Again the defiance; the longing,' the Ltention to escape oppression, to

Change status, to deny the oppressor of labor show through as a most revolution'.

Airy posture. To not plant cotton or to run away is tantamount to denying-the

slave owner to right to decide what to do with his properly. But it is the

' independetce of the black soul, defying by every conceivable means the de-

gradationi the slave experience. Buoyancy was inexplicable to the
)

.

oppies)rs; it was life to the Africans. These games are old but may be

.11.100,

4pard in black communitieseven now.

,
.

Contemporary games of black children exemplify a continuation of re-

, 4

sistance
.
and assertia with the ever present pedagogical eleMent, Causes .

...

'and consequencet, sexuality, social roles and behavior, mathematics and

history are all parts of the song games, jump rope games and clapping

r gamei of black children.

.

While playing these games, black children exercise an 'inherited oral

tradition and simultaneously engage in nonverbal behaviors.' Although

description of these nonverbal beha\riors aia not studied in detail,. most

o

of the games are accompanied-by nonverbal,behaviors. The clapping games
( .

kare particularly nonverbal. They possess elaborate clapping patterns

lard



where children may touch open hands, as they move back and forth. All of

the gam are lyrical and rhythmic. In the clapping games the children

always stood eitherjfacing each other or side by side with no more than

, a.foot or a foot d a half 'separating them.

ti

The crea ivity of these games'reflects the imgrovilational nature of

black oral and musical idioms. When not sure of the Words the children

appee= to improvise. One little sister put it tliis.way. "You just make

up-somethin' that,rhymes." There is a generative element in the game

dynamic, one can alWays make up games.

14y mothd and your mother were sitting in a ditch
Hy mother called yourmother a black son-of-a-bitch
Bring out .the children and let them play with sj:las
when they-let older they learn to play with
Dick was a little boy who played with Tiny Tim
Bed jumped in the piss -pot to see if he can swim
Be swam to the bottom, he swam to the top A
when he came dp.he was in his mother's

cocktail and gingerale ten cents a glass
If you don't believe .me I'll kick your

.

Ask me no questions, I'll tell ylou no lies
This is a true story about your mother and mine.

1
The creativity of this clapping game is the clever signifying. of the

socalled "bad words." Bladks have used this technique in "talking bad"

to oppressors since coming to Affica. It is an adaptation of the re-
,

sfstande(and assertion strategem. You can say what )u need to say

without being perdeived as a threat.

Another clapping game utilizing the strategem of signifying goes:
I.

Johnny haa q steamboat
His steamboat had a bell
Johnny went to heaven

'His steamboat went to
Hello operator
Give me number nine

If you don't connect me
I'll kick your

_r- Behind the refrigerator
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it
.

.,-- . I.

There wa; a piece of glass
., Johnpyifell upon it

And 'broke his little
Ask me no questions / . ""

/ ...
I'll tell you no more lies

I
\

. Johnny told me about it

the night before he.dred.

\ i

-*

*i

4,

Some of `the Children were heard singing another song, called '16nald

McDonald."

Ronald McDonald
big dick,

oh its a whopper
A big dick
I want another
A big dick
It's so sweet
A big dick
Light my cherrilree
A big dick /

Ronald McDonald
A big dick.

r

Games suchas .these are quickly spread throughout the community. They comment

on sexuality, health, looks, and pareAal roles. They are cre4ted particularly

when children seem to have few other amusements.

To begin with, in,their games, black children teach each other cause

and consequence. One such indicator is a song-game called Fat amd Skinny

which goes: ,

Fat and Skinny was in the bed
;Fat rolled over and Skinny was dead
Fat called the doctor and the doctor said
One more move and we'll all be dead.

This same game is also sung like this:

'Fat Mama and Skinny Mama was in the bed
Fat Mama farted and Skinny was dead
Fat mama. called the doctor an400he docter'said
One more fart, we'll,all be dead

14,

-



Again,-tWe ability of black children to improvise is displayed. Boys and.

girls sing this

Another example is a song-game called Mary, Mary.
6

Although there are

implications in the song that a boy is singing it, black girls sing it. It

follows:

Mary Mary please don'.t say no

To the basement we must gtt.
Put your butt against that wall

Ofirt..-I come busting all

-,Won't your mother be disgusted

When she fins your cherry busted,
Won't your father be surprised 4
.20 see your belly rise.

This particular game also communicates sexually wlitich is also another

element which black children communicate'to each other. In their games they

express that they are very' well aware of sex and sexual organs as well, as
t

other parts of their bodies. This Clapping game is one such gamewhic.11 coriC.Ivat.S.

Five by Five
.We shut our eyes
In the bed with my baby - A
Six by Sixi

Be stuck out his dick
In the bed with my baby -A
Seven by Seven,.

Itiagfiy*Allp1441% 13(001

The doctor was lite
In the bed with cry baby - A

Nine by Nine
It was a tuarter to 9
In the bed with my bat), - A
Ten by Ten
We took of our clothes and
/07the bed with my baby - A

Boys also have their own son

lonely night

lonely night

-A lortil rti
17e ly night

lonely night

did it again

Lonely night'

g games which girls do not play. One

such game is sung:

ti

10
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_Ain't. your mOth4r_pretty

lahe got meatballs between her.titties
She got scrathbl.ed eggs between her legs

Soda pop in he cock

Besides compunicating cause and'consequenceconcepts and sexuality black children

are Also aware of social roles and behavior. Such awareness can be seen in this

song.-game .which is acted out.nonvetb:afty concurrent to. the words of the songs.

When Nary was a baby, a baby, a baby,
When Mary was a baby, she look like this 4

(nonverbal gesture of putting a thumb in her'mouth)
When nary was a girl, a girl, a girl
When Mary was a girl, she'look like this
(nonverbal gesture of playing jump rope)
When Mari was a tethager, a teenager, a teenager
When Mary was a teenager, she look like this
(nonverbal gesture of gossiping on the telephone)
When Mary was a lady,' a lady, a lady, it
When Mary was a lady, she look like this
(nonverbal gestdre of switching down the street)
When Mary was married, married, married"
When Mary was married, she look like this
(sing: "Here comes the. bride,, re comes the Vide)
When Mary had'a baby, a baby, 4 baby
When Mary had a baby, she look like this
(nonverbal gestUre of rocking a baby in her arms)
When Mary killed her husband, her husbalid, her husband
When Mary killed her husband, she look like this
( nonverbal gesture of stabbing her husband wiEh a knife)
When Mary-killed her baby, her baby, her baby
When Mary killed her baby, she look like .this
(nonverbal getture of stabbing her baby)
When Mary killed herself, herself, herself.
When Mary killed herself, she look like this
(nonverbal gesture of laying in her tomb)

4nother example is a short song-game abodt a Prostitute in which girls put their

G
hinds on their. hips and swing them as they walk.

p
Strut Miss Lizzie, Lizzie, Lizzie,

Strut Miss Lizzie all night long i
.

. .0

Some imes the name is' changed by substituting it with their pen.

11-
A
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4 some of cthe games; younger black children..teach theiselves how to
°

.

count and 'how to recite the alphabe$ in-their own original, and fui may which ,

. ., A.
appears to be more fun thin thetridaional games they. learn in school'. diie

, ,,

. , , , ,

such.game is IMiS
j

s Sue:"
L

.. , ,v... 7', ,'

--:-

`Miss Sue (2 claps)' -,., 4 ), '',. ^:5

Miss Sue (2-16laps). ,
4.-.. .1

Miss Sde from Alabama
'She sot to A, Ibb C, D, E, F, C
She got to H, I, J, K, L, 'M, N, al- P r ,

'She got' to Sm00000th touch 1%
4

She 'got to am00000th touch ..

1 .
She got to FREEZE

,

(When FREEZE is;*souted; everyone freetes' in their place in any position
-

for a:
.

few seconds) b'
"Cinderella It is a jump rope game which teaches counting at least to twenty-five.

Cinderella think she's cute 4/44
She always wear her bathing gat,

Ifjou.count to 25 . 4.
So.

YoU will get another try -'

4. , ( .

(The child Vh the middle of the other two who are fuming the -rope
jumps until she stops -the rope by missing a jump).

"Teddy Bear" is another jump 'rope game in which black children count. In

.

this one, they count up to- the number-of times they can jump without stopping

the rope. _-.

Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear "'

.

Arum all around ,

Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear
'Touch the ground _1 .

Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear
. 4

Shoe your shoes_ A

Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear

Be excused (repeated until the child* jumps out)
Tile. the rope is in' motion, withodt stopping.the rope. After she

. does, the other children conti to sing:). .

4

Cabe back ih (repeated until the chip jumps back in while the rope
. ,

r-' ,. is in motion). .., ,

.
Iht." ii"' Caortim%MiCS' ..

' Co upstairs
raw

,
_VT -ltur Prayers

)

Lord- have mercy on my soul .

"Boa many biscuits have I stole.

''',\' 1, 2, 3, 4;'5; ''. . . . (child jumps until she ma kes a mistake)

1 2
, ,
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This same alsd has an indicator of the black ragliglous-Cultural e4erie-nce by .

singing- a .popular ,expression used 'by brack folk - "Lord have mercy.'

a.

A arnftemporari version of "Mary Mack" "gOei:

OVtMaryMabk, Mack, Mack
All dressed n Black, Blackfiklack

rWith silver buttons, blittons, btittons
All down her. back, back, back.

She paid,15 cdnts, cents, cents
To. Bee the elephants, elephants, elephant
Jump °vet the fence; fence, fence I,.

Re jumped so high, high, high
To reach-'the sky, sky, sky
And he never came back, back, back '
To the 4th of July, ly, ly

The "fourth of "Lay" seems to express the knOwledge of theAtational holidn"?..

'There. is an -objet ism bond of the black experience whiCh is found in "Mary
.

10 ,Mack." For example:

7,

She went upstairs, stairs, stairs
to make hee'Sed, bed, bed
She made a mistake, stake, stake
and bumped her head, head, head
On'a piece of cornbread, brtalt, bread AR

In the last line, cornbread, a favorite food of blacks is mentioned.

In this'next song game, nothing visible, in terms of content, expre sses

black culture. But. in the second last line the children do something that,;.is,

almost equivalent to scatting - a verbal play of sounds used famoustly by t.ladk
. . .

4. .

,
. !,-,,.

., ,b,

.
mdsidians. . . .

,cathy, somebody's calling your,,name
y tathy,, somebody' s playin' your game-

Rey Cathy, somebody want you on tile' telephone
If that's my mama I ain't home
Sitting at the. table drinking Black Label
Chi. chi chi wa wa, chi' chi chi wa wa boom
Ah shucks - one more time (then whole game is repeated)

0

13
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. Another son-game it hich the same.i.hing is tone is "Ronald McDonald" although,
)

there'are many more song -games which. exhibit varieties of this technique of relay
- c

.;
on wordni40.

41
.

Ronald McDonald had some french fries
. Ronald McDonald hdd some french fries

OpOhh chi chi wa -wa french fries
I got a nickel french fries

Ronald McDonald had some milk shake
Ronald McDonald had some milk shake
Ooohh chi chi wa wa milk shake
1 §ot a nickel french fries

6
IC

(do the same thing with hamburger and pop)

Black children also seem to express an awareness of the conflict that can

occur between adults.

als o.like to just ing them. They go as follows:

fe/sFudge, udge

Your mother and my mother,live across-the street
1414 Broadway Street

Every night they have a fight`'
And this iswhat they say:
Kiss my aka backa, my soda cracker
my-jelly belly rest of this game is not recorded because the
children forgot the rest of the words at the time this was written0

Although all of these games communicate something about black childrenq

awareness of life and society, some of these are treated just for fun. Two e
;

such games are "Fudge, Fudge" and "Miss Susie" (jump rope games) but kids

call the judge
(any name's) havin''a,baby
Wrap it up in toilet paper
Send it down'Ohe elevator

Boy? Girl?twins? triplets?
(Child stops jumping on the one. he /she chose).

1.4

4r
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Miss Susie 1.

Miss Sdsie had a baby
She named him Tiny Tim
She puhim in a bathtub

ihr TO Isee if he could swim

Re ,drunk up all the,water
Re ate up all the soap
he tried to eat the bathtub
But it wouldn't go down his throat

'Miss Susie called the doctor
The'doctOr called the nurse
The nurse called the lady with the alligator purse

One more is titled "Peace, Black Power" and goes:

I went dawn town to see James Brown
Be gave me a nickle to buy me a pickle
the pickle.tts sourhe gave me a flower

..the flower was dead, and this is what he said
Peace, Black Power - your mama need a shower
Don't laugh, Don't laugh - your daddy need ,a'bath

Again the objectism from the black community makes a resounding appearance,in

this word- game with "James Brown" and "lack Power".
I'

Resistance and assertion are the twin elements present in black children

games hIsTically and curretly. What these games demonstrate is the creative

energies of our people in meetin oppressive conditions. These are More than

survival games; they are victory statements. No one could presume to be master

of the person wiw could throw dirt in your eyes and make you think it is visine.

Thus, the -small talk the games black-children play, and the obldttisM in their

language, constitute structure's- frame, and context for revolutionary struggle

at a certain level of existence.

15


