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TITLE:
A resolution calling on the Council of the City of New York to declare a symbolic moratorium on the use of the “N” word in New York City during the month of February, also known as Black History Month

On Friday, February 16, 2007, the Committee on Civil Rights, chaired by Council

Member Larry Seabrook, will conduct a hearing to discuss Proposed Resolution Number

693-A, calling on the Council of the City of New York to declare a symbolic moratorium

on the use of the “N” word in New York City during the month of February, also known 

as Black History Month.  The Committee has invited testimony from advocacy 

organizations, elected officials, and interested members of the public.

THE “N” WORD – “PERHAPS THE MOST OFFENSIVE AND INFLAMMATORY RACIAL SLUR IN ENGLISH”

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary notes that the “N” word “now ranks as perhaps the most offensive and inflammatory racial slur in English. Its use by and among blacks is not always intended or taken as offensive, but… it is otherwise a word expressive of racial hatred and bigotry.”
  Is it possible, however, to denature a word?  Can a claim of ownership eliminate what some might argue are intrinsic semantic overtones?  What of the evolution of the “N” word’s derivative, “n***a,” to be discussed in greater detail below (and hereafter referred to as “the derivative” or “the ‘N’ word’s derivative”)?   The Committee today intends to allow the public’s testimony to flesh out this discussion in a more human and forceful way, but a short discussion of certain issues will help to underline some important concerns.

The “N” word, often traced to the Latin “niger” or French “negrè” meaning black,
 is, as noted in the dictionary, an extraordinarily provocative word.  The term “‘N’ word” itself did not gain popular use until the 1994 O.J. Simpson murder trial,
 but the “N” word has been used in American English since eighteenth-century slavery.  Detailing the history of the “N” word, the group Abolish the N Word, Inc. relates, 

“At the same time the Slave Masters' feelings of superiority over the Africans they deemed their cattle grew into contempt and thus the ‘N’ word was born.   Birthed from the phonetically misspelling Slave Master and his hate, the ‘N’ word was documented as first being used in 1786.   The term was probably in use way before then.   

The ‘N’ word was used to refer to slaves throughout the 1700's and 1800's.   Previous to this time the label ‘Moor’ was given to men & women of color.   By the early 1900's the word ‘Black’ began to appear in print in reference to African Americans.   The term was rejected by the community because of its negative connotations and in 1906 Booker T Washington endorsed the term ‘Negro.’   The ‘N’ word, once a common label used for African American people official [sic] becomes a derogatory racial epithet.”
 

Popular artists ranging from Richard Pryor to Tupac Shakur to Chris Rock have helped to popularize the “N” word’s derivative, more casual form, now commonly used among some segments of the Black community as an informal greeting, for self-identification purposes, or as a means to emphasize class differences within Black society.
  Critics claim, however, that even this form is tainted, citing comedian Pryor’s portrayal of a person “who was well versed in the world of drugs, crime and prostitution” and arguing that his constant use of the “N” word itself led to the slur’s widespread legitimization.
  Furthermore, regarding the word itself, critic H. Lewis Smith argues, “‘ER’ to the ‘A,’ this is one excuse that would insult the intelligence of a sixth grader. Brother or brotha, sister or sista, n***er or n***a, all have two common denominators. First, they came about as the result of a ghetto vernacular. Second, replacing the ‘er’ with an ‘a’ changes nothing other than the pronunciation.”

Regardless of the form it takes, some argue that Black Americans have reclaimed the “N” word and have full license to use it with impunity in the same way that many in the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender community use “queer.”
  Citing the work of John Rickford, a Stanford Univeristy linguistics professor, Kayce Ataiyero wrote in the Chicago Tribune, 

“[Rickford]… said the more recent trend of black people’s using the word is the result of what is called semantic inversion, the positive twisting of negative words by their victims as a form of empowerment… The subversion of the n-word was followed by semantic bleaching, the process in which non-blacks adopted the positive characteristics of the word while discarding the racial meaning, rendering it generic.

But, Rickford said, many blacks think they alone have proprietary licenses over the n-word… ‘A lot of language is natural and subconscious, and it doesn’t respond well to dictates from above,’ he said.  ‘You can try to teach and preach and shape, but ultimately, you can’t stop it from going where it will.’”

Resolution No. 693-A proposes a symbolic moratorium on use of the “N” word for the month of February, which is also Black History Month.  The moratorium has also been proposed in the House of Representatives by Congressmember Charlie Rangel, in the New York State Legislature by Senator Malcolm Smith and Assembly Member William Scarborough.  It is the hope of the Committee that during the month we take additional time to honor Black Americans’ contributions to our society, we can do so in an environment free from words that have caused no end of pain, suffering, and hate.  Advocates at Abolish the N Word Inc. drafted a contract for signing when agreeing to stop using the “N” word permanently.  A copy of the contract is attached.

Resolution No. 693-A

Resolution calling on the Council of the City of New York to declare a symbolic moratorium on the use of the “N” word in New York City

By Council Members Comrie, Dickens, Fidler, Gonzalez, Jackson, Martinez, McMahon, Nelson, Oddo, Reyna, Sears, Vann, Weprin, White Jr., Avella, Brewer, Felder, Gennaro, Gentile, James, Koppell, Liu, Mark-Viverito, Mealy, Mendez, Monserrate, Palma, Sanders Jr., Vacca and The Public Advocate (Ms. Gotbaum)
Whereas, The etymology of the “N” word is often traced to the Latin “niger” or the French word “negrè,” both meaning black; when used as a noun, the “N” word is used in a derogatory fashion to mean a black person; and

Whereas, The first documented written use of the word was in 1786, when the “N” word was a term slave masters used to label their African slaves; thus, the word has its origins in the contempt that slave masters had for their African slaves, and no matter how it is spelled, the word carries throughout the centuries these connotations of hate; and

Whereas, The “N” word was used to refer to slaves throughout the 1700's and 1800's, and by the early 1900's, the word "Black" began to appear in print in reference to African Americans, a term generally rejected by the African American community because of its negative connotations; and 

Whereas, When in 1906 civil rights leader Booker T. Washington endorsed the term "Negro,” the “N” word, once a common label used for African American people, was officially recognized as a derogatory racial epithet; and

Whereas, The “N” word connotes a lazy person with no self respect or regard for family, a person who is ignorant, stupid, slow moving, does not speak proper English and has childlike qualities, and such definition was cemented in American culture by early 1900’s caricatures of Black people, such as the film “Birth Of A Nation;” and

Whereas, The age of the Harlem Renaissance challenged this idea, primarily due to the leadership of Renaissance scholar Alain Locke, who encouraged African American artists, writers, poets and musicians to fully express their African pride by aligning with and capitalizing upon their rich West African history; and

Whereas, The late 1960’s produced a surge of racial pride, when the term "Black" was taken on by the African American community as positive and affirming; while the Black Power Movement of this era proclaimed "Black is Beautiful" and entertainer James Brown declared “I’m Black and I’m Proud,” movement participants called each other "Brother” and “Sister” and denounced the use of the “N” word; and

Whereas, While some African Americans started using the “N” word to refer to themselves in the 1970's cultural era known as Black Exploitation, the term was also adopted during the beginning of 1990’s cultural era known as Hip Hop; Hip Hop culture removed the “er” from the end of the word and added the letter “a,” creating the term "Nigga," although the term remained pejorative in the Black community and, depending on social circles, at some times denoted class differences; and

Whereas, Today’s African American community remains divided in its use of the “N” word: some neo-revisionists attempt to redefine and lay claim to the word while others refuse to use the word in their vocabulary at all; and

Whereas, In 2003, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) successfully influenced Merriam-Webster lexicographers to change the dictionary definition of the “N” word in the dictionary to no longer mean African Americans; at the same time, the term “‘N’ word” began being used in popular culture and in media reports in effort to avoid publicly using the controversial and degrading word’s full spelling or pronunciation; and

Whereas, Numerous high-profile incidents involving use of the “N” word have elicited condemnation from the larger society, in response to which a small group of New York City residents founded the organization “Abolish The ‘N’ Word Project Inc.” and began a public relations campaign to abolish the use of the word by all people through the establishment of a website, educational materials and community events; and

Whereas, the Council encourages the citizens of the City of New York to cease using the “N” word and to encourage all others whom they may encounter in their daily routine to cease from using the word as well; now therefore, be it 

Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York declares a symbolic moratorium on the use of the “N” word in New York City.
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