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Resumo: Este artigo € uma tentativa de demonstrar de queeina Harvey Pekar utiliza a
variedade linguistica conhecida por ‘Black Engligidra caracterizar as personagens negras
de suas historias publicadas na revista ‘Americatedor’. Isto serd feito através da analise
de trés numeros da série, que ndo tem traducdo pagortugués. O referencial tedrico
utilizado é o livro “Tense marking in Black Engliskde Ralph W. Fasold, que fornece algumas
nocbes a respeito do comportamento do ‘Black Enhfglisanto socialmente quanto
linguisticamente. O objetivo é identificar se exisbrrespondéncia entre a maneira de falar
das personagens negras da revista e a defini¢éBldek English’ estabelecida por Fasold no
livro “Tense marking in Black English”. Apés a ais#, fica evidenciado que o 'Black English’
de Harvey Pekar apresenta pouca semelhanca confaok'EEnglish' descrito por Fasold..O
motivo para essa diferenca pode ser explicado pefdraste entre a abordagem cientifica de
Fasold e a perspectiva do convivio cotidiano présea obra de Pekar.

Palavras-chave: Black English; American Splendor; Harvey Pekastbiias em quadrinhos.

Abstract: this article is an attempt to demonstrate how théhar Harvey Pekar, in his comic
book called ‘American Splendor’, uses the lingaist@riety known as Black English to feature
the characters of his stories. This will be donetigh the analysis of three comic books of the
series, which has no translation to Portuguese. Heoretical background used is the book
“Tense marking in Black English,” by Ralph W. FatoWhich gives some notions about the
behavior of Black English, both linguistically asdcially. The objective is to identify if there is
a correspondence between the way the black chasadethe comic book speak and the
definition of Black English given by Fasold in bigok “Tense marking in Black English.” The
analysis shows us that Harvey Pekar's Black Englisés not fit in Fasold's description. The
main reason for this difference can be explainedhgy contrast between Fasold's approach,
which is scientific, and that of Pekar, which iséd on the daily contact with Black English.
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1. Introduction

American Splendais an adult American comic book series of the 187@hose author

is a grumpy Jewish man called Harvey Pekar. Hebeas in 1939 in Cleveland, Ohio, the city
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where he grew up and lived until his death, in 201froughout his life, Harvey Pekar tried to
portray the world (and his world was Clevelandnhgsihe comic books language, which mixes
images and words. The result is a rather realistyte that shows a very pessimist and
monotonous point of view about life — as if life ea dull routine where there is little space for
adventure or romance.

In the universe of his comic books, the city oé¥&land is a very important element. In
American SplendorCleveland is the background of every story -skgscrapers, its parks, its
summers and winters. However, more than being tjustscenario of the stories — a mere
landscape — imMmerican SplendorCleveland acts like a character, being a placeseh
historicity and culture interfere deeply in the pkets behavior. American Splendois not just a
comic book about daily life. It is also a comic kagbout Cleveland: Pekar tries to go deeply
inside the very heart of the city; he tries to madecourse, a portrait of life — but not simply

generic life: it is the life in Cleveland.

According to Wikipedia, Cleveland is located on tiertheast U.S., on the Southern
banks of lake Erie. It was founded in 1796, andabrex a manufacturing center because of its
privileged location near to numerous canals anldoead lines. After the American civil war
(1861 — 1865), the black people from the Southtestiato go to the North in search of places
where they could work in the factories. During tti&mographic movement, Cleveland received
many black people — for Cleveland was an industgdl city in need of workforce. Nowadays,
the black community represents the largest fraatidthe population of the city.

According to the census, in 2000, black peopleesponded to 52.2% of the population
of Cleveland, while the white population was aroutf¥o and the Hispanic population was
around 7%. In the 1970’s, when Harvey Pekar stastéithg American Splendorthe number
of black people in Cleveland was a little lowerrtlihe number of white people, but the number
of black people was already significaBtack Englishis then one of the most important English
varieties spoken in Cleveland. Today, it correspgatadthe variety spoken by more than a half
of the population of the city.

To address these issues, our research questionglidreHarvey Pekar notice the
importance oBlack Englishto Cleveland? How does he characterize — linguaiiyi speaking —
the black characters of his stories? Do they usesthndard variety, or do they use their own
variety, Black English?And finally, if Harvey Pekar tried to characterizis black characters
using Black English how did he do that? Does he have the same nofi@iack English as

Fasold?

2. Theoretical Background
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Our research will be carried out using the definitof Black Englishgiven by Fasold
(1972) in his book called “Tense markingBtack Englisti’ According to the author,Black
Englishis defined largely on the basis of its syntactid @honological structure rather than on
the basis of lexicon (Fasold, p. 03).” In the sgtitaarea, some features that distingushck
Englishfrom other English varieties are: the use of thstive be, the remote time construction

with been and the deletion of is:

[...] the great bulk of the grammar and phonolo§yhe dialect is shared with the varieties
of American English spoken in other communities.n#ist points there is no real contrast
between the dialect we call Black English and taedard dialects of American English; in
fact, even the nonstandard features of Black Hmg{much as multiple negation, the
pleonastic pronoun [..]) are largely shared witheo nonstandard dialects. But a few
features, such as the use of distributive be, eéh@te time construction with been, and the
deletion of is, are extremely rare or nonexistenbther dialects of American English, at

least in the urban North. (Fasold, p. 2)

The reason he gives to the fact that the basiexa¢dn is not important to defir®ack
Englishis that even if there are some ethnic terms whrehoriginated in the black community,

“they are neither a necessary nor sufficient patthe definition of the dialect (p. 3):”

The ethnic terms generally follow a fairly rapidctigal pattern in which they arise in the
black community, are adopted by “hip” young whitdgn by establishment liberals, and
finally pass into fairly general use. [...] At thpsint these terms are abandoned by the black
community and others take their place. Ethnic taotwgy, then, is much too unstable to
serve as a definitive criterion for Black Englidthe rules of grammar and pronunciation,

by contrast, stay fairly constant for decades ngés. (Fasold, p. 3)

Therefore, our analysis in this paper will be fami®n the perception of the syntactic
structures of th&lack Englishportrayed in Harvey PekarAmerican Splendor We will give
special attention to the elements which are the ofrthe analysis made by Fasold (1972).

These elements are:

[...] the absence of the concord suffix markingspre tense when the subject of the

sentence is third person singular (He miss theelasy day), the absence of the —ed suffix

marking past tense and past participles (He misgesdterday), and the fairly frequent

absence of the tense-marked forms of to be (HeyalWwa missing it). (Fasold, p. 1)

3. Methodology
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The analysis will be carried out in three numbefsthe series callecdAmerican
Splendoy by Harvey PekarAmerican Splendonumber 01 was published in 1976, and it has
eight stories — some of them with black characaeis others withoutAmerican Splendor #10
was published in 1985, and it has 12 stories — gust of them has black characters; and
American Splendor #1Which was published in 1993, has fifteen storidss study consists in
investigating these stories in an attempt to fikements of black people’s speech which
characterizéBlack Englishas defined by Ralph W. Fasold. Then, a comparaiiadysis will be
made between th8&lack Englishin American Splendoland theBlack Englishin “Tense
marking in Black English.” The examples will beaatied and discussed in this paper in the
section called “Discussion.” The main objectivédsee if there is any correspondence between
the two approaches on the subject.

As stated above, the discussion will be made bagetthree prior points. They are: (1)
the absence of the concord suffix marking presamdd when the subject of the sentence is third
person singular; (2) the absence of the —ed suiffixking past tense and past participles; and
(3) the fairly frequent absence of the tense-maf&eds of to be. There will be a color for each
of these points, representing them in the markibysnber(1) is represented in blue; number

(2) is represented in green; and numfigiis represented by the color red.
4. Discussion
Let us now see how Harvey Pekar deals with Blacyligim when constructing a black

character. The following sample was extracted fitwm story called “101 ways to pick up

girls™
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HAVETA TIGHTEN
urP o HER— .-

GENTLEMEN'S || & ZF ™) i i i M,@ e
. oo ond o P 2 o= : 7 bj_FAHN AHMO
| OrDSHR WH

HEY, GIRC W'D’
WHITE PANTS ON,
WS 9o’ NANE

WELL, DEN, DAS JUS' CUHHT
AHIMO CACC Y00 —
AAMO CALL YOO "BETTY".,

Try it guys. It’s magic !!!

In the six pictures of this story, there is no espondence between the Black English
that the characters are using and the Black Engbstiefined by Fasold. In the aspect number
(3) (the absence of the tense-marked form of tpfoeexample, we can see that the verb to be
is always conjugated, except for the last pictuegre it is absent in the black woman’s speech;
about numbe(2) (absence of the —ed suffjthere is nothing to say, for there is no useasitp
tenses in this story; and numigép (absence of the concord suffix marking presentagmings
an interesting situation: in the last picture, thacord suffix -s is not absent, but the sentesce i
not according to the standard rule (the suffixs-enly used when the subject of the sentence is
third person singular, and in this case it is #hesd person).

Let us analyze the second sample:
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THANK 900, THANK —_— AH GUESS AH DowW’
900 VERY MUCH, =) HAVE T’ TELL 900 |
LADES AN’ S ABoUT HoWw some
GENNOLMEN. .. \ - AT Ny A THESE WMmeN BE. |

.‘ 4 L SOMETAHM. THEY
CIN? AN S(GAFI(
AN’ SLIPPIN® AROVN"
BEHIND YO’ BACK. ..

i u‘numwm,w

I

£, e

rf‘ﬁws NEX' TUNE (3 ABOUT A BRCAD
UKE THAT. (T WAS WRITTEN AN’
COMPOSEDR BY TH® LATE, GREAT
TROMPETER (EE MORGAWN, WHO
GOT WASTEDR BY HIS X

LALY WHILE HE WAS

. OV THE STANPD !

(MAG(NE THAT... EIXROEEST AT ANYHOW, WE SURELD
, A B(TCH GONE BLOwW % \ ) HOeE YOoU DO (VIO
A PUPE AWAY WHLE
HE TAKIN® H(S SOLO!

In the six pictures of this story (which is calléd new song is introduced in
Cleveland”), there are a few interesting thingd tha want to highlight: in the second picture,
the black musician does not conjugate the verb éo This phenomenon is one of those
described by Fasold (1972) (which is being callgdabpect numbe(3) in this paper(the
absence of the tense-marked form_of to).bk)is also interesting to notice that in thetHif
picture, the verb to be is lacking (“while he igitay his solo”); Harvey Pekar does not seem to
have realized aspect numbk@j ( absence of the —ed suffix) the speech of the black people,

because in the fourth picture he wrote two wordisffiing with —ed (something that, according
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to Fasold, is normally absent in Black Englisherthare no occurrences referring to aspect
number(1) (absence of the concord suffix marking presenteens
The following excerpts were taken from the stoajled “love story”. Let us analyze

them:
/5¢ A Pou”, THAS KINNA HIGH . YEAH, WELL CWERE TAKIN’
TUWO Potn's THED WAS /0¢ A A LOSS OR BREAKIN ™ EVEN oN
FOR TWENNY | POTR 767 ([THGH THEM AN’ MAKIN' IT OF oN OTHER

DAY DowN 7O STUFEE WE AN'T GOT TH' [fOLUME
THE AY~. © R OF BIZNESS TA DO THAT.

FUCKIN' WOMAN :
20N onersTAN. [ wELL, THES { o#, AN’ GimmE A

SHE THINKS WE'RE KS NICE HAF POUNA OKRY.
MILLIONAIRES ENNIWAY . s
BECUZ WE GOT GIMME TLO
A STORE.

In the third picture, the black woman uses then-the verb “to look,” but the subject is
not third person singular — it is third person pluiTherefore, there is a disagreement with the
standard rule in aspect numl§éj (absence of the concord suffix marking presergegibut it

is different from that fixed by Fasold, who sayatthormally there is “absence of the concord

suffix marking present tense when the subject efgéntence is third person singular;” in the
first picture, the verb to be is conjugated (“tl&d}(aspect numbef3), the absence of the tense-
marked form of to b it is interesting to notice that in this pictufide first one) there is a
mistake (according to the standard rule) on thgugation of the verb to be (“they was” instead
of “they were”). In the second picture, the whiteygonjugates the verb properly (“they were”),
which shows that, for the author, there is a diffee between the way that the white people use

the verb_to be and the way that the black peopéeitisBut this difference is not the same
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difference pointed by Fasold, for whom in Black Estythere is a “fairly frequent absence of

the tense-marked forms of to be.” (p. 1)

Y"’\\lﬂgr"l 7 b ) I IR = 0~ TOKERRNE VNI 7}
= N\M wer, MAH FAM'LY MOVEDR TA DEETROIT
FOH A COUPLA YEARS. THEN WE MOVED
BACK HERE. AH_BEEN. LIVIN'
DIFFREN' PLACES ROUN’
SUPERIOR EVUH SINCE. AHM
JUST INTHIS NEIGHBHOOD
NOW) VISITIN' MAH GIRL FREN',

_\—/

o
b > N

. OH, YEAH
el SO0 GO 74

Again there is no correspondence between the watyRbkar portrays Black English

and the way that Fasold has defined it. The twbwar the past appear with 464 (absence of
the —ed suffix) and the verb to be is always conjugated (the absence of the tense-marked

form of to be)— however, the auxiliary verb “to have” is missimg“l have been living” (‘I

been living”).
; o) N7
ﬂq;mggm GIT A JOB, WELL, YOU KNOW. .. /%
WORKED FOH A WHAHLE OH, YEAH. WE HAS THIS A- YA MEAN YER [
/N A DRESS FACTORY WHAT KINNA PARTRENT AN’ GUYS | HUSTLIN'Z NO |
BUT AH DIDN' DIG IT. 50 BIZNESS COME UP TA SEE ME | SHIT? How YA

... YU KNOW) WHUT
LHMN TALKIN' BoUT.

AH BEEN WORKIN' FOH LIKE (T2
MAH BoY FREN'. KMOW
WHUT AH MEANZ

—

o
7 N

A TNa

|
Again the verbs in the past are conjugated with watike what was pointed by Fasold,

who says that Black English normally presents doséace of the —ed suffix marking past tense
and past participleg2); the verb to be is always conjugated, and thelianxiverb “to have” is
missing on the first picture (“I been working” / hlave been working”j3) (the absence of the
tense-marked form of to heAnother interesting aspect is the concordandbheferb “to have”

on the second picture: according to the standded tlie verb “to have” turns into “has” when

associated with the third person singular — buthis case, the person is second plural.
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The following excerpt was extracted from the stoafled “Revenge of the Nerds,”

which was publisheth American Splendanumber 10.

TOBY
SANS HE'S
A NERD.

An interesting phenomena which we have observethglwur analysis is that in the
numbers which followedmerican Splendor #there is a significant reduction of the presence
of black characters in the stories. Thus, ther@aas much material that can be used from
American Splendonumbers 10 and 17. However, they are still impurta this study. In the
pictures above, for example, a dialogue betweentlasoks is represented. None of them is
using a language similar to that described by asuid therefore we can say that they are not
speakingBlack English(at least Fasold'8lack English. Maybe this can be explained by the
fact that they are at work, which is usually a mimrenal ambient. In situations like this, people
tend to use the standard variety.

Let us now see some examples fréimerican Splendor #17The next example was

extracted from the story called “Time:”

‘TS AFTER
o cLocw
NOW.

Again, this is a formal situation (they are at wotkach sentence of the black character
is in accordance with the standard rule. The verbd (case numbé€B), the absence of the

tense-marked form of to pés marked whenever it appears. What is intergdtmotice here is
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the speech of the white character. He uses a catistn (marked with the color black) which

Fasold describes as being characteristic oBllaek English(case numbefl): the absence of

the concord suffix marking present tense when thigiest of the sentence is third person

singula).

Also from American Splendor #1i8 the story called “Mr. Boats on Longevity:”

; |
YEAR,'S RIGHT, you 60T Ui
HAT FARM,,, PLENNY
T'DO OUT THERE.

HOW'S OL' ROLLINS DOING2
HERE?STUL EATIN'
'AT LETTUCE?Z STILL GONNA
LIVE TO 2002 g
I | L Il
| "\|\|\IH‘ .[lllll f\

UH HUH, T
THINK HE'S el
TRYIN' TO BEAT
METHUSELAH'S

v

Despite the fact that the sentences of Mr. Boasat in the standard rule, they are also

not according to what Fasold describes as Blackigngrhere is ndl) absence of the concord

suffix marking present tense when the subject efgbntence is third person singular; (ir

absence of the_—ed suffix marking past tense astl geaticiples; neithe(3) absence of the

tense-marked forms of to be.

Let us now analyze another example from “Mr. Baatdongevity:”

.STILL
IN THE SAME PLACE,
GOT FORTY YEARS IN
HERE.,, 1990,2000;
‘T MATTER..
TILL BE IN

THE SAME PLACE...
HEH, HEH. /7

WELL, GOOP SEEIN" Y]]

OH, YEAH,
YA... TAKE IT EASY.

LMK OH, YEAH

‘AY, MR, ROLLINS,
TJUST SAW MR,
BOATS, HE SEEMS
T THINK YOU'RE
GONNA WORKHERE

AT LEAST ANOTHER M
TEN YEARS, (

Y/ OHYEAH? W'YOU
JUS'TELL 'IM T’ READ
“AT FIRS’ BOOK A’
GENESIS; SEE WUT'E,
GONE SAY DEN/

END |

In this excerpt we can see two different approadmeaspect numbé€B) (the absence

of the tense-marked form of to bdf) on the one hand the verb to be is marked @nfiitst box

(as shown underlined in red), on the other harttiénast box it is not (See wut'e gone say den!
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— See what he is going to say then!). Somethingddia be noticed is that the author depicts the
two characters differently. At the risk of doingns® misjudging over the characters, we could
say that one (the first) is well dressed and isngighe elevator of what seems to be a
commercial building, which lead us to think that isewell succeeded in life (in terms of
money). The other character is a janitor. Thisesithe question of whether Harvey Pekar was
aware of the different usages of language by mesnbkdifferent social classes or not. What
seems to be the case is that the absence of tearkedrto be happens more specifically in the
usage of English by blacks from lower classes. éi@#, this can be a tricky justification: the
first character uses the third person without ttvecord suffix in the verb do (as underlined in
blue — it don’t matter/ it doesn’t matter)) (the absence of the concord suffix marking present
tense) Was he just using an informal way of speaking dag character of the comic is

generally depicted) or was he influencedBbgck Englisi?

5. Conclusion

In case number (1), there are only three occursentat loosely reflect the
understanding of Fasold about present tense maikinglack English. On two of those
occurrences the suffix —s (which is used to magk ghesent tense in the third person in the
standard variety) is present, and not omitted aslBgroposed to be, but on the second person
singular and third person plural. Thus, we canragt whether these cases correspond or go
against what Fasold proposed. However, there isxample in the story “Mr. Boats on
Longevity” (American Splendor #)#vhich shows exactly the same phenomenon deschped

Fasold: the absence of the concord suffix markingsent tense when the subject of the

sentence is third person singular.

In case number (2), every occurrence of past tpresent in the material was properly
suffixed with —ed. Just when the past tense netmled marked with the auxiliary verb “to be”
there were some occurrences of what Fasold dedanldds book, and that is where we can say
that Pekar and Fasold agreed in part. Althougldiindt happen in every case, the omission of
tense marked verb “to be” happened occasionallye Bhly question raised is if this
“occasionally” corresponds to the “fairly frequemndite that Fasold said this omission happens.

Considering all this, we can say that Pekar detack English differently from that
of Fasold research. However, Pekar does pointrdiffees between the way black people and
white people speak, as seen on some examplerduont, there is a typically black dialect. As
a matter of fact, the characterizations that hegie the way blacks speak distinguish from that
of whites both in lexical and syntactical level.tBhe syntactical differences are not entirely

correspondent to those that Fasold has describgd ook.
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Maybe the differences of approach between Pekarfasdld came from the fact that
one studied the issue from a scientific perspedtivat of linguistics) and the other analyzed it
from the daily contact with blacks from Clevelafdhose are two very distinctive approaches,

and they deserve further consideration in othetissuon this subject.
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