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	One of the central themes to Toni Morrison’s Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech is language as a method to push a narrative. Throughout history, language has been used to target a singular group. It has the power to incite fear of and further marginalization of that group, but also the power to invite a comfortable inferiority through amodern daycolonization. Morrison asserts that it is in the hands of us as individuals of society to be responsible for the language we use as it greatly impacts ourselves and the world around us.
Using negative language and dehumanization to propagate oppression is not a new tactic. For this essay, I’ll be focusing on examples from the past four years within the U.S. during the Trump presidency. Even before Trump was elected, his campaign speeches often made references to minority groups in a negative light. In his announcement for the presidency, Trump makes dangerous generalizations about immigrants, starting with those from Mexico.“They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people. But I speak to border guards and they tell us what we’re getting. And it only makes common sense. It only makes common sense. They’re sending us not the right people.It’s coming from more than Mexico. It’s coming from all over South and Latin America, and it’s coming probably— probably— from the Middle East.” (Trump, 2015)
This stance against Mexican immigrants has strongly fueled his crusade to build a bigger wall at the U.S./Mexico border despite contradicting facts about immigration at the border. USA Today has kept an interactive, updated article about the border wall including facts and stories from people who live on both sides. Some of counter narratives include in this article include a recorded decrease of illegal immigration since 2000, an increase in migrant deaths that is already underreported by 25-300%, and a report that finds a fencing would not stop drug trafficking. San Diego, for example, has some of the most secured and fenced borders in the U.S., but also where agents find the most drug smuggling. (USA Today, Border Wall) Trump starts with Mexico, but quickly pivots to the broader “South” including Latin American and the general Middle East region. At another speech shortly after the 2016 election, Trump tells the story of a kind, old woman who comes across a half-frozen snake. Thinking the snake is injured, the woman picks up the snake with the intent of caring for it until the snake is well enough to be released. The snake bites the woman and in the story Trump tells, the snake speaks to the woman saying, she “knew damn well I was a snake before you took me in.” (Atwood, 2016) He uses this analogy to make the case that Syrian refugees cannot be trusted when they say they are in danger and need of asylum in the United States. He again uses fear of the unknown and existing bias against immigrants, this time from the Middle East, to push his political agenda. We see this in late 2017 with the passage Executive Order 13769, also known as the “Muslim Ban”. (Chishti, 2018)
In addition to immediately suspending entry from seven countries (all Muslim-majority), the order also paused refugee resettlement for 120 days and indefinitely halted admission of specifically Syrian refugees. Without these heavy pushes by Trump and far right Conservatives that use false and exaggerated narratives to promote fear of immigrants, there would not be such strong support for the Wall and the Muslim ban. The negative portrayals of a whole group of people are easy to pick up on by the overt, hurtful words they use, but the narratives veiled in positivity can have equally damaging effects.
On the other end of the spectrum in misuse of language is the flowery niceties of covert xenophobia. Morrison refers to this positive language leading to false narratives as“false memories of security”. One example of this can be found in the celebration of Thanksgiving. The majority of Americans are taught in primary school that the first Thanksgiving was a peaceful, shared meal between the “Pilgrims and Indians”. This promotes the ideas of peace and unity, the values of gratitude and generosity. It often is the first history lesson we receive on American Indian relations in the U.S. That vision of kindness is far from the truth of how Indigenous Peoples have been treated in policy and practice since the first colonizers arrived to these shores. For many tribes, Thanksgiving is commemorated with a “National Day of Morning” (United Native American Indians of New England). On the shores of the Plymoth historic waterfront, people gather to mourn and protest. Their action reminds us of the true history; a genocide of ancestors and theft of their lands. After our first lesson on Thanksgiving in primary school, there is already much unlearning to do. Another example of this positive language to push a false security is the idea that America is a Melting Pot. It is a naïve look at the complex differences of Americans. It strips away an individuals identity to blend it together with that of their neighbor and a message that we are all Americans, we are one, we are united. It promotes a message of equality when history demands equity. Stripping away one’s identity for the sake of unity is not how systems should operate in practice. In public health, the criminal justice system, public education, and other systems, minorities are disproportionately disserved. The idea of America as a “Melting Pot” distracts from the true systemic inequities that come from our differences.
In her speech, Morrison makes the case that it’s in our hands to speak the difficult and complete truths, positive or negative. What can we do when so much damage has already been done and changing systems causes extreme discomfort? It comes in two parts. Acknowledging and repairing false narratives, and consciously choosing to accept hard truths and combat disinformation in the moment. One way that we have begun to rewrite history as a society is in the annual celebration of Indigenous People’s Day. Beginning in 1991, dozens of cities and states adapted the holiday over Christopher Columbus Day. (History.com, 2020) Another example of this societal shift is in the celebration of Juneteenth. Although not yet as widely acknowledged by governmental calendars, the holiday is spreading among individuals around the country. It celebrates the day in Galveston, TX when Union troops arrived to tell slaves they were free. It also acknowledgesa darkness in our history, that a state wanted to hold on to slavery so badly that they lied and illegally continued to enslave Black people after the 13th Amendment was passed. Para LaNellAgboga is museum site coordinator at the George Washington Carver Museum, Cultural, and Genealogy Center in Austin, Texas. She said, “Our freedoms are fragile, and it doesn’t take much for things to go backward.” (Holland, 2020) For this reason, I believe the second duty we have to living out Morrison’s words is to consciously monitor and address misinformation as it’s introduced. The past few years have been filled with cries of “Fake News”, further siloing and dividing our country. On an individual level, we must commit to the truth and do the work that it takes to identify misinformation. Morrison calls the further spread of these lies “tongue-suicide”. NPR has put out several guides to help individuals develop this critical skill of identifying actual fake news. (Davis, 2016 and Parks, 2019). We cannot continue to let political allegiance or obsession with power allow us to dictate truth. Language is an act with consequence, but it alone cannot change a system. It is up to every single individual to take responsibility to move through the discomfort towards the society that is inclusive and prosperous for all.
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