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Memphis, TN – A phrase which has recently gained increased usage in American political culture is “dog whistle.”   It is used to signify that a spoken word, or series of words is actually “code word” signifying something entirely different.  So what sounds benign or ordinary to most listeners has the actual intent is to convey slander or insult of others to listeners who understand the message.   The genesis of the phrase comes from the ultrasonic sound (above 20 KHz) created in a whistle which is heard by dogs, but is inaudible to humans.
The use of “dog whistle” in politics is relatively new.    It was first used in a 1988 discussion about how subtle changes in the wording of a poll question can produce dramatically different results because some of those questioned in a poll may hear something dramatically different than others.  The Australians picked up the term in the mid-1990’s when their government started using terms concerning immigration which sounded benign but which were known to be appealing to many of their supporters with racist or nationalist leanings.   By 2014 the term had become so engrained in discussions of American politics that a U.S. law professor, Ian Haney-Lopez, wrote a book on the subject, Dog Whistle Politics.  In it, he accused Ronald Reagan of using the phrase, “Cadillac-driving welfare queens,” to push middle class white Americans to vote for his policies.  
Most of the recent dog whistling accusations against politicians has been focused on hidden messages about race and immigration, particularly here in the South.  In the ongoing gubernatorial election in Florida, Democrats accused the Republican candidate, Ron DeSantis, of using a dog whistle comment against his opponent, Andrew Gillum, (an African-American) when he declared that if elected Gillum would “monkey things up.” Gillum supporters immediately reacted angrily accusing DeSantis of using what they perceive to be intentional wording (monkey) to remind white voters that Gillum is black.  Most political observers saw this charge as being something of a stretch.   I have no idea what DeSantis’s motives were if only because I have never heard the phrase used.  Obviously other “real” verbs come to mind, as in mess things up, f___ things up, but never monkey things up.
This current trend to accuse someone of using a dog whistle phrase seems to be accelerating into borderline craziness.  Recently I read that using the word “articulate” to describe a black politician is racist because it sends the subliminal message that most African-Americans are not articulate.  So, if someone happens to be well-spoken and they
also happen to be black, just how do you describe them in this time of such political silliness?  If you happen to be discussing a particularly good quarterback who is black, is it permissible to say, “Wow, that dude is an incredible quarterback!” - or will you be instantly accused of dog whistling racism because everyone knows that only white quarterbacks can be labeled great?  In a similar vein, when John Wall, the all-star point guard for the Washington Wizards (he is African-American) remarked following the end of a disappointing season, “What we need is an athletic big,” when talking about the center position, was he actually using a dog whistle?  Most observers understood that what Wall was really saying is that he wanted a black man instead of the incumbent (and rather immobile) white Polish fellow, Gortat, at center.  Not surprisingly, Gortat was traded in the off-season - a move I had been advocating for two years – dog whistle or not.
We are living in a strange era, my friends.  I think that we just might all benefit from some slightly thicker skins....no offense, of course, to any thin-skinned humans.
 I thought that you might like to know.
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