atso BY RANDALL KENNEDY

NIGGER

Race, Crime, and the Law 'The Strange Career of

a Troublesome Word

RANDALL KENNEDY

)
} ‘ Pantheon Books, New York




CHAPTER THREE

Pitfalls in Fighting Nigger: Perils of
Deception, Censoriousness,
and Excessive Anger

fter the Civil War, a former master approached a
A former slave while she was tending livestock. “What
you doin’, nigger?” he asked, as he had probably
done on many previous occasions. But this time her
response was different: she replied, “I ain’t no nigger. I's
a Negro and I'm Miss Liza Mixon.” Stung, the former
master chased his former slave with a whip.!
Until the civil rights revolution of the r96os, whites
in the South typically refrained from addressing blacks
as “Mr.” or “Mrs.” but instead called them by their first

names or by titles signifying a senior with servile
y gouymg
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status—titles such as “Uncle” or “Auntie.” Addressing all
black men as “boys,” regardless of their age, was another
way for whites to observe Jim Crow etiquette.

Positive modifications to such practices have been
effected only through struggle. To avoid or at least mini-
mize belittlement, some blacks made a habit of identify-
ing themselves only by their last names. Blacks furiously
objected to Negro being spelled with a lower- as opposed
to an uppercase N, and on March 7, 1930, the editors
of the New York Times announced that the paper would
henceforth capitalize the N in Negro. The U.S. Govern-
ment Printing Office followed suit three years later.
Within a decade, capitalization would become the rule
at the Supreme Court as well.? \

Referring to blacks derogatorily as niggers, however,
was the custom to which blacks objected most strongly.
In 1939, when David O. Selznick was in the throes of
producing Gone With the Wind, he received hundreds of
letters from blacks warning him to remove all “nigger”
references from his upcoming film. The letter writers
were concerned because the novel on which the film
was based was full of such references. So, too, were
early drafts of the film script. Initially Selznick sought to
solve the problem by promising that the N-word would
not be spoken by any white characters, but once he had
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been made aware of the intensity of blacks’ feelings, he
resolved to prohibit its use entirely and took pains to
publicize his decision. A form letter declared that his
studio had been “in frequent communication with Mr.
[Walter] White of the Society for the Advancement of
Colored People, and has accepted his suggestions con-
cerning the elimination of the word ‘nigger’ from our
picture.” : ' ‘.

In the years that followed, blacks began to win other,
similar battles. By the 1940s, “sensitivities were suffi-
ciently aroused for Joseph Conrad’s The Nigger of the
Narcissus (1897) to be removed from open shelves in
school libraries; for Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’s The
Yearling (1938) to be released in a ‘school edition’ that
omitted two passages containing the word [nigger]; and
for Agatha Christie’s play Ten Little Niggers (1939) to be .
retitled for American consumption as Ten Little Indians
(and then retitled again as And Then There Were None).™*

In the 1960s and the decades thereafter, campaigns
against racial indecency gained unprecedented support
in mounting countless challenges to racist cultural arti-
facts. Scores of landmarks on official maps, for example,
once bore such names as Nigger Lake, Niggerhead Hill,
and Old Nigger Creek. Nigger, as we have seen, can have

many meanings. But in the context of naming land-
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marks—an endeavor monopolized until recently by
white men—it is clear that the nigger memorialized on
maps was not the nigger of irony or affection but the nig-
ger of insult and contempt. Widespread anger at carto-
graphic slurs prompted Secretary of the Interior Stewart
- Udall to insist in 1963 that the Board on Geographic
Names replace all references to Nigger with Negro.5
That same year, during court proceedings in Etowah
County, Alabama, a prosecutor insisted upon addressing
white witnesses by their last names and black witnesses
by their first. At issue in the proceedings was the legality
of arrests of civil rights protesters. The prosecutor began
his cross-examination of one of the protestors by asking

her name. She replied, “Miss Mary Hamilton.” Address-

ing her as “Mary,” he asked who had arrested her. She .

repeated her full name and added, “Please address me
correctly” The prosecutor nevertheless continued to
call her simply Mary, and the jﬁdge directed her to
“answer the question. She refused, whereupon the judge
held her in contempt of court and immediately imposed
a jail sentence and a fine. His ruling, however, would not
stand; the Supreme Court of the United States would
later reverse it.®
In Mississippi in 1964, during a successful gubernato-
rial campaign, Paul Johnson repeatedly joked that the
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acronym NAACP stood for “Niggers, Apes, Alligators,
Coons, and Possums.” Such an electoral outcome would
be inconceivable today in any state. No serious politi-
cian, not even a David Duke, could casually and un-
apologetically refer to “niggers” and hope to win an
election. Nigger has been belatedly but effectively
stigmatized—an important, positive development in
American culture. ' |

Progress, however, begets new problems, and our
subject is no exception. The very conditions that have
helped to stigmatize nigger have also been conducive to
the emergence of certain troubling tendencies. Among
these latter are unjustified deception, overeagerness
to detect insult, the repression of good uses of nigger,
and the overly harsh punishment of those who use the
N-word imprudently or even wrongly.

The stigmatization of nigger has unavoidably created an
atmosphere in which people may be tempted to make
false charges in order to exploit feelings of sympathy,
guilt, and anger. The most notorious instance of such
deception involved an allegation made by a black teen-
ager named Tawana Brawley, who claimed that several
white men had abducted her, raped her, and scrawled
nigger on her body with feces. Her charges have now been

fully discredited, though some still profess to believe her
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story.® Brawley, however, was not alone in seeking to
exploit goodwill through a hoax. In 1995 Tisha An-
derson, a black woman, and William Lee, her white
boyfriend, insisted that they had received hateful mes-
sages (“Niggers don’t belong here”) and been victimized
by vandals who had scrawled racist slurs on the walls and
steps of their apartment building (“Niggers live here”). It
was all a lie: they were the ones who had defaced the
building, in an attempt to escape their lease.” In another
case, Persey Harris IIl filed charges against the owner of
a restaurant, asserting that the man had come after him
with a stick while shouting racial epithets. Harris later
confessed that he had lied and explained that he had been
trying to create the predicate for a civil lawsuit.!® A
Maryland woman, Sonia James, charged that thugs had
flooded her home, slashed her furniture, and spray-
painted racial slurs on her walls. Insurance companies
covered her claims, the police set up a station near her
house, and many people, after hearing of the alleged hate
crime, sent gifts of money, food, and clothes. In actuality,
the vandal was James herself.!!

In yet another case, Sabrina Collins, a black freshman
at Emory University, claimed that someone had targeted
her with death threats and racist graffiti. Her alleged

ordeal became national news. At one point it was re-
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ported that she had been so traumatized by racist mis-
treatment that she had curled up into a fetal position and
ceased speaking. Subsequently, however, it became clear
that Collins herself had committed the acts in question.
That a college student would perpetrate such a hoax was
bad enough, but worse still was the reaction voiced by
Otis Smith, the president of the Atlanta branch of the
NAACP, who dismissed as largely irrelevant the find-
ing that Collins had lied. Echoing Tawana Brawley’s
apologists, he maintained that to him, it did not matter
“whether [Collins] did it or not.”!? Rather, what con-
cerned Smith was “all the pressure these black students
are under at these predominantly white schools.” If the
hoax served to highlight that issue, he suggested, then he
had no problem with Collins’s means of publicity. It is
difficult to imagine anything that could be more discred-
iting to a civic leader than the remarks attributed to
Smith. Not only do they exhibit an egregious indiffer-
ence to truthfulness in public discussion; they also indi-
cate an inability to distingljish between a coherent po-
litical strategy and a pathetic escapade that was probably
nothing more than a desperate plea for help.

Of all the things that have hurt the campaign against
nigger-as-insult, unjustifiable lying and silly defenses have
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inflicted the most damage. But worrisome, too, are the
badly mistaken attacks undertaken against people who
never should have been seen as enemies.

One infamous round of wrongheaded protest was
directed against David Howard, the white director of a
municipal agency in Washington, D.C. Howard unwit-
tingly entered the fray when he told members of his staff
that in light of budgetary constraints, he would have to
be “niggardly” with the monéy at his disposal. Appar—
ently believing that niggardly (which means miserly or
stingy) was related to nigger, a couple of Howard’s black
subordinates began a whispering campaign that blos-
somed into a public outcry. Howard resigned. The
mayor of Washington, Anthony Williams, immediately
accepted his resignation, declaring that Howard had
shown poor judgment.

For several days afterward this incident became a focus
of discussion in forums high and low. Some observers
voiced indignation at Howard’s language and refused to
be mollified by explanations of the etymological differ-
ence between nigger and niggardly. “Do you really think,”
asked one Washingtonian, “[that Howard] didn’t notice
he had to pass ‘nigger’ before he could get to the ‘dly’ 7t
In print, too, a few commentators maintained that

Howard had shown poor judgment, a lapse for which he
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could justly be sanctioned. Julianne Malveaux, for exam-
ple, wrote, “I have a bunch of dictionaries and I under-
stand that ‘niggardly’ and ‘niggling’ are not the same as
the N-word. But I am still annoyed, amazed, outdone [by
Howard]. . . . He understands that perhaps there are
other ways to indicate a tightness in a budget—that one
might say ‘parsimonious,’ ‘frugal,’ or ‘miserly.” No matter
how many times teutonics attempts to trump ebonics,
the fact is that the n-words—be it the N-word or ‘nig-
gardly’—rankle.””® Others declined to attack Howard
but suggested that niggardly and other, similar words
prone to be misunderstood might be best avoided.!
“Would the openly gay Howard not flinch, not even a lit-
tle bit,” columnist Debra Dickerson asked, “if a superior
found a reason to mention tossing a ‘faggot’ on the fire or
going outside to smoke a ‘fag’? Two more perfectly harm-
less and obscure words—but why go there?”!” Refusing
to be bound by the dictionary definition of niggardly,
Courtland Milloy of the Washington Post asserted that
“when the subject of race is at hand . . . the only dictio-
nary that counts is the one that gives meaning to human
experience.” Milloy placed a question mark over “any
white person who says ‘niggardly’ . . . when [that person]
could have said miserly.”1®

Many other commentators, however, took the oppo-
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site view, and sharply criticized the way Howard had
been treated. Julian Bond, the chairman of the board
of directors of the NAACP, remarked facetiously that
“the Mayor has been niggardly in his judgment on this
issue”"” Writing in the Raleigh, North Carolina,
News and Observer, Barry Saunders averred that the epi-
sode demonstrated the malevolent influence of “people
whose antennae are always up, seeking out an affront
where none exists so they can respond out of all propor-
tion.”?® Similarly dismissive was the columnist Tony
Snow, who pronounced Howard the victim of a “linguis-
tic lynching” According to Snow, “David Howard got
fired because some people in public employ were mo-
rons who a) didn’t know the meaning of ‘niggardly,
b) didn’t know how to use a dictionary to discover the
word’s meaning and c) actually demanded that he apolo-
gize for their ignorance.”!

Eventually Mayor Williams, who has been criticized
as insufficiently “black” by many Washingtonians, offered
Howard another position in the D.C. government and
admitted that he had been wrong to accept his resigna-
tion without first educating himself fully about what had

transpired. By then, though, the damage had been done. -

By fearfuﬂy deferring to excessive and uninformed out-
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rage, the mayor had lowered his own standing in public
opinion.

What happened in Washington will. forever shadow
the 'history of niggardly and serve as a benchmark of
hypersensitivity. Around the same time, however, an
even more alarming incident involving niggardly oc-
curred at the University of Wisconsin at Madison,
where a professor used the word during a lecture in a
class he was teaching on Chaucer. A black student who
was upset by the similarity between niggardly and nigger
approached the professor after class to express her con-
cerns. He apparently thanked her for sharing her per-
ceptions with him and proceeded to explain the origin
of niggardly and hence its distance from the N-word. In
the next session the professor once again referred to nig-
gardly and then defined it for the class. Notwithstanding
the clarification, the same black student who had previ-
ously spoken with the professor stormed out of the
classroom, crying. According to one news report, she
referred to her experience in the Chaucer class as evi-
dence of the need for a stringent speech code that would
apply to all members of the faculty, regardless of the
intent behind their “offensive” words.22

A misplaced protest notable for the distinguished
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character of its antagonists erupted in the pages of Boston
Magazine in May 1998, following the publi‘cation of a
long, largely complimentary article by Cheryl Bentsen
about Henry Louis Gates Jr., the chair of the Depart-
ment of Afro-American Studies at Harvard University.
Gates is a controversial figure about whom it is virtually
impossible to write without getting involved in the dis-
putes that surround his celebrity. In this instance, how-
ever, disputation arose not from Bentsen’s profile itself
but from the title given to it by the editors of the maga-
zine. The cover of the April issue featured the phrase
“Head Negro in Charge,” a softened version of a term
well known in black circles: “Head Nigger in Charge,” or
HNIC. Scores of readers objected, including one who

declared in an agita’ced letter to the editor:

The title is EXTREMELY RACIST!!! As a black
American, I am outraged and insulted. The term
[HNIC] was used in the days of slavery when white
foremen would designate a black person to oversee
(that is to keep in check) other blacks. The title
shows your ignorance and indifference to the black
community. I vow NEVER to purchase or support
your magazine in any way. [ will also rally every

single person I know to boycott your magazine.??

124

|
1
i
|
]
1
!
4
H

Pitfalls in Fighting Nigger

Another reader wrote;

I am a subscriber . . . who is really offended by
the headline of the Gates article. I can accept that
you did not mean offense; but if members of the
black community express dismay at the use of lan-
guage, it is appropriate to say: [ am sorry. . . . I will

refrain from using such language in the future.?*

Craig Unger, then the editor of Boston Magazine,

responded to the controversy by asserting:

The term HNIC is part of the vernacular of
black writers and intellectuals. It denotes the phe-
nomenon of the white establishment selecting one
African-American to speak for the race. It was in
that context that we used HNIC, and there was
clearly no intent to offend. On the contrary, we are
proud of our story, and we want nothing to over-
shadow it. Our use of the expression, however, has

obviously upset some people, and I sincerely regret -

that.?®

Many critics of the “HNIC” title proceeded as if their

offended sensibilities alone should settle the matter—as
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if their sense of outrage necessarily made the act they
objected to a bad act warranting an apology. Repeatedly,
people voiced anger at Boston Magazine without trou-
bling to state what justified their anger. Natalie Ander-
son’s letter to the editor, for example, charged that the
title of the article was “EXTREMELY RACIST,” but it
neglected to explain what was so racist about it. True,
“HNIC?” has historically denoted a black person who is in
commeand of a given situation only thanks to the backing
of whites.?® But clearly the editors of Boston Magazine
were aware of that meaning and simply wished to add a
provocative and ironic twist to a largely admiring profile
of a prominent black figure by suggesting that despite
massive changes in race relations, whites still retain the
power to select who among blacks will be accorded the
mantle of leadership—a point that has been made by
numerous black intellectuals, including Gates himself.
In truth, the anger directed at Boston Magazine had to
do not so much with the content of the disparaged title
as with its provenance—-that is, the fact that the phrase
had been co-opted by the magazine’s white editors. For
many people, nigger and its cognates take on completely
different complexions depending on the speaker’s race.
Had the “HNIC” profile and title appeared in Essence,
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Emerge, Ebony, or some other black-owned publication,
there would have been no controversy. But Boston Maga-
zine is white-owned and marketed mainly to whites, sit-
uating “HNIC” in a context that, for some observers,
raised several difficulties: the embarrassment of dis-
cussing certain racial topics before a predominantly
white audience; fear of, and anger about, a white entre-
preneur intruding into black cultural territory; and the
suspicion that whatever the setting, whites derive racist
pleasure out of hearing, saying, or even alluding to “nig-
ger.” For these reasons, even blacks who use nigger them-
selves adamantly insist that it is wrong for whites to do
50.27 On the album containing his “I hate niggers” skit,
for example, Chris Rock also presents a sketch in which
a white man approaches him after a performance and
appreciatively repeats some of what Rock has just said
onstage. The next sound heard is that of the white man
being punched.?® Rock’s message is clear: white people
cannot rightly say about blacks some of the things that
blacks themselves say about blacks. Just as a son is privi-
leged to address his mother in ways that outsiders can-
not (at least not in the son’s presence), so, too, is a
member of a race privileged to address his racial kin in

ways Prescribed to others.
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Although many whites follow this convention, some
rebel. Two noteworthy examples are Carl Van Vechten
and Quentin Tarantino.

Van Vechten sparked controversy when, in 1926,
he published Nigger Heaven, a novel about black life in
Harlem. The title alone alienated many blacks, including
some who knew the author personally. Van Vechten had,
for example, selected some lines of poetry by his friend
Countee Cullen to serve as the epigraph for his book,
but when he told the poet about his proposed title, he
turned, in Van Vechten’s words, “white with rage.” And
soon their friendship ended. At an antilynching rally in
Harlem, a protester burned a copy of Nigger Heaven. And
in Boston, the book was banned.

Van Vechten was well aware that the title would singe
the sensibilities of many potential readers. Even his own
father objected to it: “Your ‘Nigger Heaven’ is a title I
don’t like,” Charles Duane Van Vechten informed his son
in 1925. “I have myself never spoken of a colored man
as a ‘nigger.” If you are trying to help the race, as I am
assured you are, I think every word you write should be
a respectful one towards the blacks.”® Yet the younger
Van Vechten persisted, emblazoning upon his novel a
title that still sparks resentment.

It should not be overlooked, however, that while
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many blacks condemned Nigger Heaven, others—in-
cluding some of the most admired black intellectuals
of the day—applauded it. Charles Chesnutt, the first
black professional man of letters, praised Van Vechten in
a letter, telling him that he hoped that the novel would
“have the success which its brilliancy and obvious hon-
esty deserve.” Walter White, himself a novelist as well as
a leading official with the NAACP, expressed both admi-
ration and regret that he had not thought of the title
first. Paul Robeson sent Van Vechten a congratulatory
telegram that stated, in part, “NIGGER HEAVEN AMAZING IN
ITS ABSOLUTE UNDERSTANDING AND DEEP SYMPATHY THANKS
FOR SUCH A BOOK.” Charles S. Johnson, editor of Oppor-
tunity, one of the key journals of the Harlem Renais-
sance, commented that he “wish[ed] a Negro had written
it.” Along the same lines, novelist Nella Larsen mused,
“Why, oh, why, couldn’t we have done something as big
as this for ourselves?”!

James Weldon Johnson, author of “Lift Evr’y Voice
and Sing” (the “Negro National Anthem”), wrote an
effusive review in which he declared that Van Vechten
had paid colored people “the rare tribute of writing
about them as people rather than as puppets.”? Later, in
his autobiography, Johnson would assert that “most of
the Negroes who condemned Nigger Heaven did not read
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it; they were estopped by the title.” Looking toward the
future, he would conjecture that “as the race progresses
it will become less and less susceptible to hurts from
such causes.”* On this point he was clearly wrong, for as
we have seen, even in this new century nigger retains its
capacity to anger, inflame, and distract.

The white film director Quentin Tarantino has re-
cently updated the racial politics triggered by Van
Vechten’s novel by writing film scripts in which nigger
figures prominently. Tarantino’s leading man in Jackie
Brown, a black gun runner, casually uses the word through-
out the film; in one sequence he hugs a black underling
and, with apparent affection, calls him “my nigger,” only to
murder him in cold blood a few minutes later. In True
Romance, Tarantino orchestrates a confrontation between a
white man and a Sicilian mobster. The man knows that the
mobster is about to kill him, and in a final gesture of defi-
ance, he laughingly tells him that since North African
moors—niggers’—conquered Sicily and had sex with
Sicilian women, his ancestors must have been niggers.
Further, the condemned man speculates that the Sicilian’s
grandmother “fucked a nigger” and that therefore the
mobster himself is “part eggplant.” And in Tarantino’s Pulp
Fiction, a scene featuring a black hit man, his white partner,
and a white friend of the black hit man has the professional
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assassins showing up unexpectedly at the home of the
friend to dispose of a bloody car with a corpse inside.
Exasperated, the white friend complains to his black hit-
man buddy that “storing dead niggers ain’t my fucking
business.” It isn’t so much the fact that he will be breaking
the law by helping to conceal a murder that worries him;
rather, it’s the fear that his wife will divorce him if she
comes home while the hit men are still in the house. This
white man who talks of “dead-nigger storage” loves his
wife and is absolutely terrified by the prospect of losing
her. It is important to note that she is black.

Spike Lee; among others, has taken exception to
Tarantino’s playfulness with nigger. When it was noted in
response that some of his own films also make extensive
use of nigger, the director replied that as an African Amer-
ican, he had “more of a right to use [the N-word].”?* Lee
himself has not articulated the basis for that asserted
“right,” but at least three theories are plausible. One is
that the long and ugly history ‘of white racist subordina-
tion of African Americans should in and of itself disqual-
ify whites from using nigger. A second holds that equity
earned through oppression grants cultural ownership
rights: having been made to suffer by being called “nig-
ger” all these years, this theory goes, blacks should now

" be able to monopolize the shar’s peculiar cultural capi-
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tal.3* A third theory is that whites lack a sufficiently inti-
mate knowledge of black culture to use the word nigger
properly.

All three of these theories are dramatized in Lee’s
film Bamboozled, a farce about a black scriptwriter who,
in order to keep his job, creates a television-network
variety show featuring all of the stereotypical character-
istics thrdugh which blacks have been comically de-
famed: blackface, bugging eyes, extravagant buffoonery,
the omnipresent grin. Lee takes care to make the worst
of Bamboozled’s many villains an obnoxious, presumptu-
ous, ignorant white man—Dunwitty—who deems him-
self sufficiently “black” to boast to his African American
subordinates that he knows more about “niggers” than
they do.3¢

The great failing of these theories is that, taken seri-
ously, they would cast a protectionist pall over popular
culture that would likely benefit certain minority entre-
preneurs only at the net expense of society overall.
Excellence in culture thrives, like excellence elsewhere,
in a setting open to competition—and that includes com-
petition concerning how best to dramatize the N-word.
Thus, instead of cordoning off racially defined areas of the
culture and allowing them to be tilled only by persons of

the “right” race, we should work toward enlarging the
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common ground of American culture, a field that is open
to all comers regardless of their origin. Despite Spike
Lee’s protests to the contrary, Quentin Tarantino is tal-
ented and has the goods to prove it. That is not to say that
he should be exempt from criticism, but Lee’s racial cri-
tique of his fellow director is off the mark. It is almost
wholly ad hominem. It focuses on the character of Taran-
tino’s race rather than the character of his work—bril-
liant work that allows the word nigger to be heard in a rich

panoply of contexts and intonations.

In 1997 in Ypsilanti, Michigan, a computer technician
named Delphine Abraham decided to look up the defini-
tion of nigger in the tenth edition of Merriam-Webster’s
Collegiate Dictionary.3” This is what she found:

1: a black person—usu. taken to be offensive 2: a
member of any dark-skinned race—usu. taken to
be offensive 3: a member of a socially disadvan-
taged class of persons <it’s time for somebody to
lead all of America’s ~s . . . all the people who feel
left out of the political process—Ron Dellums>
usage Nigger in senses 1 and 2 can be found in
the works of such writers of the past as Joseph
Conrad, Mark Twain, and Charles Dickens, but it
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now ranks as perhaps the most offensive and in-
flammatory racial slur in English. Its use by and
among blacks is not always intended or taken as
offensive, but, except in sense 3, it is otherwise a

word expressive of racial hatred and bigotry.

Abraham recorded what she subsequently felt and did;

~ Ifelt that the first two definitions labeled me and
anyone else who happened to be Black or have dark
skin a nigger. Outraged, I called Merriam-Webster
in Springfield, Massachusetts. I reached the com-
pany’s president and publisher, John Morse, who
was polite but really didn’t seem to understand my
concerns. Not getting a response that satisfied me, I
told him before hanging up, “Something should be
done about this, and I think I'm going to start a peti-
tion drive to have the word removed or redefined.”
Just by speaking locally, I gathered more than
2,000 signatures within the first month. I was in-
terviewed by the Associated Press news service, on
radio talk shows, and even on CNN. Newsgroups
on the Internet joined the campaign. Syndicated
newspaper columnists weighed in. The NAACP,
through its president and CEO, Kweisi Mfume,
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suggested organizing a boycott if Merriam-
Webster did not review the definition.

Most people believe, as I do, that the N-word
needs a more accurate first definition reflecting
that it is a derogatory term used to dehumanize or

—

oppress a group or race of people.38

The question is, should Abrahams, Mfume, or anyone
else have felt insulted by Merriam-Webster’s definition?

No.

The definition notes that the term is usually taken to
be offensive and then states, for good measure, that the
N-word “now ranks as perhaps the most offensive and
inflammatory racial slur in English.” Abrahams claimed
that the Merriam-Webster definition labeled as a nigger
anyone who happened to be black. But that view is un-
reasonable given the totality of the definition offered by
the dictionary. In deﬁning nigger, moreover, Webster’s
10th does not vary from its typical practice. For in-
stance, in defining honky, the dictionary posits: “usu. dis-
paraging: a white person.”

In response to Abraham’s petition drive, represen-
tatives of Merriam-Webster tried to depoliticize the
matter by portraying the dictionary as a mechanical,

autonomous linguistic mirror. To this end, the marketing
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director repeatedly averred that “a dictionary is a schol-
arly reference, not a political tool. As long as the word

is in use, it is our responsibility as dictionary publishers

to put the word into the dictionary™ Similarly, the

company president, John R. Morse, portrayed his edi-
tors as mere technicians lacking independent powers
of their own. Dictionary makers, Morse maintained,
“do not invent the words that go into the dictionary,
and they don’t decide what meanings they will have.”
Morse simultaneously undermined his own point, how-
ever, by noting that “offensive words . . . appear only
in hardcover college-level dictionaries, which are edited
expressly for adults. Slurs and other offensive words
are not included in dictionaries intended for children.
Nor are they published in any smaller, abridged dictio-
naries, such as paperbacks.” With respect to these other
dictionaries, the managers of Merriam-Webster had
decided, for various reasons, to excise the N-word.

Whether or not this decision was a sound one is, for the

moment, irrelevant. The important thing to recognize is

that dictionary makers do, in fact, exercise judgment,
notwithstanding Morse’s evasive denial.

Deciding whether to note or how to define a deeply
controversial word is an inescapably “political” act, and

claims to the contrary are either naive or disingenuous.
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The issue, then, is not whether editors shape the sub-
stance of their dictionaries. Of course they do. The issue
is the substance of the choices made. Some of Merriam-
Webster’s critics have condemned the editors’ decision
to include any reference at all to nigger. “If the word is
not there [in the dictionary], you can’t use it,” one pro-
tester asserted in favor of deleting the N-word alto-
gether.*! That tack, however, is glaringly wrongheaded.
Many terms that are absent from dictionaries are none-
theless pervasive in popular usage. Moreover, so long as
racist sentiments exist, they will find linguistic means of
expression, even if some avenues are blocked. There are,
after all, numerous ways of insulting people.

In sum, the campaign against Merriam-Webster’s Colle-
giaté Dictionary was misguided. The dictionary defined
the term adequately, and the dictionary’s editors were
correct in including the N-word despite the embarrass-
ment and hurt feelings the term inflicts. Nigger should
have a place in any serious dictionary. The word is simply

too important to ignore.

A second, and achingly poignant, example of mistaken
protest is the widespread repudiation of Huckleberry
Finn, now one of the most beleaguered texts in Ameri-

can literature. Monthly, it seems, someone attacks Mark
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Twain’s most famous book on the grounds that it is
racist. The novel’s most energetic foe, John H. Wallace,
calls it “the most grotesque example of racist trash ever
written.”? For many of Huckleberry Finn’s enemies, the
most upsetting and best proof of the book’s racism is the
fact that nigger appears in the text some 215 times. At
one point, for example, Huck’s aunt Sally asks him why

he is so late arriving at her house:

“We blowed a cylinder head.”

“Good gracious! Anybody hurt?”

“No’m. Killed a nigger.”

“Well, it’s lucky; because sometimes people do
get hurt >3

Wallace asserts that this exchange, within the context
of the novel as a whole, strives to make the point that
blacks are not human beings.* That interpretation, how-
ever, is ludicrous, a frightening exhibition of how thought
becomes stunted in the absence of any sense of irony.
Twain is not willfully buttressing racism here; he is seek-
ing ruthlessly to unveil and ridicule it. By putfing nigger in
white characters’ mouths, the author is not branding
blacks, but rather branding the whites.

There was a time when Twain’s own use of nigger sig-
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naled contempt. As a young man inculcated with white-
supremacist beliefs and sentiments, he viewed blacks
as inferior and spoke of them as such.** As he matured
and traveled and became more cosmopolitan, however,
Twain underwent a dramatic metamorphosis. He grew
to hate slavery and the brutality of Jim Crow and began
to express his antiracist perspective satirically through
his writings. Huckleberry Finn is the best fictive example
of Twain’s triumph over his upbringing. In it he creates a
loving relationship between Huck and Jim, the runaway
slave, all the while sardonically impugning the preten-
sions of white racial superiority. Among Twain’s nonfic-
tion, a striking example of his revolt against bigotry is
his piece “Only a Nigger,” in which he speaks in the voice
of an apologist for a lynching:

Ah, well! Too bad, to be sure! A little blunder in
the administration of justice by southern mob-law:
but nothing to speak of. Only “a nigger” killed by
mistake—that is all. . . . But mistakes will happen,
even in the conduct of the best regulated and most
high-toned mobs, and surely there is no good rea-
son why Southern gentlemen should worry them-
selves with useless regrets, so long as only an

innocent “nigger” is hanged, or roasted or [ ] to
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death now and then. . . . What are the lives of a few
“niggers” in comparison with the impetuous in-
stincts of a proud and fiery race? Keep ready the
halter, therefore, o chivalry of Memphis! Keep the
lash knotted; keep the brand and the faggots in
waiting, for prompt work with the next “nigger”

who may be suspected of any damnable crimel*6

Wallace, I suppose, would read this as an endorsement of
lynching. But obviously it is intended to be just the oppo-
site. The same holds true for Huckleberry Finn, which
Twain designed to subvert, not to reinforce, racism.

I'am not ruling out criticism of the novel. Perceptive
commentators have questioned its literary merits.*” It is
undoubtedly true, moreover, that regardless of Twain’s
intentions, Huckleberry Finn (like any work of art) can be
handled in a way that is not only stupid but downright
destructive of the educational and emotional well-being
of students. To take a contemporary example, the pro-
ducers of Mississippi Burning intended their film to carry
an antiracist message, but that did not prevent it from
contributing inspiration to a wayward youth who, in
1990, burned crosses outside the residence of a black
family in St. Paul, Minnesota, in an effort to frighten
them into moving,
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Such concerns, however, are different from the one I
am addressing. I am addressing the contention that the
presence of nigger alone is sufficient to taint Huckleberry
Finn or any other text. I am addressing those who con-
tend that nigger has no proper place in American culture
and who thus desire to erase the N-word totally, without
qualification, from the cultural landscape. I am address-
ing parents who, in numerous locales, have demanded
the removal of Huckleberry Finn from syllabi solely on the
basis of the presence of the N-word—without having
read the novel themselves, without having investigated

the way in which it is being exploréd in class, and with-

~out considering the possibilities opened up by the close

study of a text that confronts so dramatically the ugliness
of slavery and racism. I am addressing eradicationists
who, on grounds of racial indecency, would presumably
want to bowdlerize or censor poems such as Carl Sand-
burg’s “Nigger Lover,” stories such as Theodore Dreiser’s
“Nigger Jeff,” Claude McKay’s “Nigger Lover,” or Henry
Dumas’ “Double Nigger,” plays such as Ed Bullins’ “The
Electronic Nigger,” and novels such as Gil Scott-Heron’s

The Nigger Factory.

A third category of misguided protest involves cases in

which insulted parties demand excessive punishment.
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Consider what happened in 1993 at Central Michigan
University (CMU).

Keith Dambrot was in his third year as the school’s
varsity men’s basketball coach.* CMU also designated
him as an “assistant professor”; presumably his subject
was basketball. At halftime during a game against Miami
University of Ohio, Dambrot tried to focus and inspire
his team, made up of eleven blacks and three whites. He
asked his players for permission to use with them a term
that they often used with one another: the N-word. They
nodded their assent, at which point Coach Dambrot
said, “We need to be tougher, harder-nosed, and play

harder. . . . We need to have more niggers on the

team.”™® He then admiringly referred to one white

member of the team as a nigger and went around the
locker room categorizing the other players, by name, as
either niggers or half-niggers. The niggers were the play-
ers who were doing their jobs well. The half-niggers or
non-niggers were the ones who needed to work harder.
Coach Dambrot later explained that he had used the
term nigger “for instructional purposes with the permis-
sion of my African American players, and I used the
term in the sense in which it is used by my African
American players . . . to connote a person who is fear-

less, mentally strong, and tough.”!
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Despite the halftime pep talk, Central Michigan lost
the game. But that was merely the beginning of Coach
Dambrot’s problems.

Word soon spread on campus about Coach Dam-
brot’s locker-room speech. He must have become aware
of this, and realized that some observers might take of-
fense, because he asked the university’s athletic director
to speak to the members of the team about the incident.
None of them voiced any objection to what the coach
had said. Nonetheless, the athletic director told Dam-
brot that regardless of his intentions, his use of nigger
had been “extremely inappropriate.”? The director then
warned the coach that if he used the term again, he |
would be fired.

Soon thereafter, a student who had previously quit
the basketball team complained about the coach’s lan-
guage to the university’s affirmative-action officer. This
administrator, a white woman, demanded that the coach
be punished. She insisted that a formal reprimand be
placed in his personnel file, that he be suspended with-
out pay for five days, and that during his suspension he
arrange for a sensitivity trainer to meet with the team to
explain why the use of nigger was always inappropriate.
She further specified that attendance at this sensitivity-

training session should be made mandatory, that Coach
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Dambrot should “help assure that the team is not hostile
to the training,” and that he should “convey his support
of this training session to the players and the staff.”*3

The coach did not resist, hoping that the incident
would blow over quietly. His hopes, however, were
shortly to be dashed. Publicity triggered two demon-
strations at which eighty to a hundred protestors ex-
pressed their disapproval of the coach’s purported
“racism.” The president of the university responded by
announcing that the coach had been disciplined, declar-
ing that “the term [nigger] is inappropriate under any cir-
cumstances,” and avowing that he was “deeply sorry
about the hurt, anger, [and] embarrassment its use ha[d]
caused individuals as well as the entire university com-
munity.”** By that time, though, critics of the university,
including state legislators, were calling for harsher pun-
ishment, which was soon forthcoming,

On April 12, 1993, the university administration
fired Coach Dambrot on the grounds that “public reac-
tion to the incident [had] created an environment that
makes it impossible for the university to conduct a
viable basketball program under [his] leadership.”*

Dambrot then sued the university, claiming that his
discharge constituted a violation of his First Amendment
rights. In a gesture of solidarity, members of the basket-
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ball team also sued the university, claiming that its
speech code violated their First Amendment rights. The
students prevailed—judges invalidated CMU’s speech
code—but not so their coach: judges ruled that the First
Amendment did not bar the university from firing him.
As interpreted by the Supreme Court, the First Amend-
ment protects (to some extent) speech that touches
upon matters of public concern. Therefore, if the coach
had been talking to his team at halftime about, say, the
racist history of the term nigger, his comments probably
would have been protected. But in the view of the
judges, Dambrot’s speech did not touch uponta matter
of public concern and was therefore fully vulnerable to
the university’s censure.

Here, however, I am interested not so much in the
courts’ conclusion that the university had the authority
to fire the coach—a legal conclusion that seems to me
to have been correct—as in the judgment that the uni-
versity officials exercised pursuant to that authority. That
judgment—or, more accurately, that misjudgment—
casts a revealing light on our society’s continued grap-
pling with nigger and the cultural dynamics that surround
it. The initial response by the athletic director—ordering
the coach to desist—was sufficient. It recognized the un-

due risk that the coach’s words might be misunderstood
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by members of the wider university community, while
acknowledging that Dambrot had meant no harm.
Subsequent actions taken by university officials were
excessive. First, the sensitivity-training session ordered
by the affirmative-action officer was just the sort of
Orwellian overreaching that has, unfortunately, tar-
nished the reputation of multiculturalist reformism.
Among her requirements in regard to the session, after
all, were that it must brook no debate over the propriety
of the coach’s language; that it must involve the coach in
pacifying his players’ resistance; that player attendance
must be mandatory; and that the coach must explicitly
state his support for the process regardless of his own
opinions. Second, prior to firing Coach Dambrot, CMU

officials seem to have made little effort to clarify thé ‘

controversy or to suggest to the university community
that this was a situation in which underlying realities
were considerably more ambiguous than surface appear-
ances might indicate. The fact is that Dambrot, though
imprudent, was obviously employing nigger in a sense
embraced by his players—a sense in which the term was
a compliment, not an insult.*® Sometimes it may be nec-
essary for an administration to sacrifice a deserving
employee in order to mollify public anger that might
otherwise pose a threat to the institution’s future. In this
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case, however, the CMU authorities capitulated too
quickly to the formulaic rage of affronted blacks, the ill-
considered sentimentality of well-meaning whites, and
their own crass, bureaucratic opportunism.

An even more deplorable incident took place in 1998
at Jefferson Community College in Louisville, Ken-
tucky, where an adjunct professor named Ken Hardy
taught a course on interpersonal communications.>” In a
class exploring taboo words, students cited a number of
insulting terms such as faggor and bitch. A member of the
class mentioned nigger, and in the course of the discus-
sion, Hardy repeated it. One of the nine black students
in the twenty-two-person class objected to the airing of
that word. Classmates disagreed, giving rise to a debate
in which most of those present participated. At one
point Hardy lent his support to the student who had first
objected, suggesting that the class should take seriously
the proposition that certain words were simply too
volatile to be spoken out loud.

During a break, the student who had objected ap-
proached Hardy and requested that he stop using the
N-word. Hardy defended the class discussion that had
transpired but offered the student the option of sitting
out the remainder of the session. She rejected that alter-

native. Subsequently she noted her continued disap—
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proval in a letter to Hardy and also relayed her complaint
to the Reverend Louis Coleman, a prominent local civil
rights activist. Coleman, in turn, called the president of
the college and asked him to “look into the matter”
Hardy soon found himself in a tense meeting with the
acting dean of academic affairs, who indicated, among
other things, that the school could ill afford to antagonize
prominent citizens. Although Hardy did not know it at
the time, his career at Jefferson was at an end. A few days
later the dean left a message on his phone stating that he
would have no job at the college come fall.

The dismissal at Jefferson was worse than the one
at CMU because it arose from a teacher’s effort to make
a point that was directly relevant to the intellectual
concerns of a college-level course. By contrast, Coach
Dambrot had acted imprudently in ‘gratuitously using
the word nigger in a context readily available to misinter-
pretation. Common to both cases, however, was the
overeagerness of academic administrators to fire a sub-
ordinate for a single perceived misstep, even in cir-
cumstances in which the alleged wrongdoer had quite
obviously been innocent of any intention to insult or
otherwise harm those whom he addressed.

A much more sensible and humane response was

modeled by high school students in Gould, Arkansas, in

-
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1988.% A white teacher got into trouble because of a
remark she made to an all-black class of students who
were, according to her, becoming rambunctious. Exas-
perated, she said something designed to get their atten-
tion: “I think you’re trying to make me think you're a
bunch of poor, dumb niggers, and I don’t think that.”
Upon hearing about her comment, ninety—one parents
signed a petition demanding her removal. The school
board requested the teacher’s resignation after she ac-
knowledged that she had committed “a dumb, stupid
mistake.” She was reportedly about to leave the town for

good when students circulated petitions asking the board

~ to reconsider its decision. The petitions were signed by

124 out of the town’s 147 high school students, only two
of whom were white. In light of this development, the
school board, chaired by a black man, reversed itself.
Asked to explain the students’ intervention, a student
leader replied, “We were ready to forgive and go on. . . .
Anybody ought to get a second chance.”

The student’s statement, generous as it is, needs a bit
of qualification. The offer of a second chance ought not
to be automatic but should instead hinge on such vari-
ables as the nature of the offender’s position and the
purpose behind his or her remark. In contrast to District
Attorney Spivey, the teacher held a position that, while
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important, did not entail her exercising powers like
those wielded by a prosecutor. Moreover, again in con-
trast to District Attorney Spivey, the teacher was not
attempting to humiliate anyone. She was simply trying
to instruct her students for their own benefit, albeit in
a regrettable manner. In such circumstances she, like

Coach Dambrot, deserved a second chance.

Advocates of broader prohibitions against “hate speech”
maintain that the current legal regime is all too tolerant
of nigger-as-insult and other forms of racial abuse. Sev-
eral of the most prominent of these advocates—notably
Charles Lawrence, Mari Matsuda, and Richard Del-
gado—have, in their positions as professors in law

schools, provided intellectual underpinnings for cam-
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of the 1980s and 1990s, the left-liberal multiculturalists
who sought increased regulation of hate speech were
soundly trounced by a coalition of opponents who
effectively derided them as censorious ideologues—
otherwise known as the P.C. (Political Correctness)
Police.

The point, however, is not simply that the champions
of speech codes lost on a variety of important fronts; it
is that they rightly lost. For one thing, proponents of
enhanced hate-speech regulation have typically failed to
establish persuasively the asserted predicate for their
campaign—that is, that verbal abuse on college campuses

» LK

and elsewhere is a “rising,” “burgeoning,” “growing,”

“resurgent” development demanding countermeasures.®!

Regulationists do cite racist incidents on campus—the
it paigns aimed at banishing hate speech.* They and their

African student at Smith College who found a message
i allies have succeeded in persuading authorities at some

slipped under her door reading, “African Nigger do you

i colleges and universities to enact new speech codes. want some bananas?”;%? the counselor at Purdue Univer-

I ~ They have succeeded, too, in shaking up and enlivening sity who was greeted by the words “Death Nigger” etched

L civil libertarians, a group that had become intellectually

complacent in the absence of a strong challenge. They
have been unable, however, to sway the judiciary and
have thus been forced to witness the invalidation of
speech codes tested in litigation.* They have also largely

failed to capture opinion. In the American culture wars

onto her door;®? the taunt written on a blackboard at the
University of Michigan: “A mind is a terrible thing to
waste—especially on a nigger”**—but too often the dra-
matic retelling of an anecdote is permitted to substitute
for amore systematic, quantitative analysis. Indeed, some

commentators do not even seriously attempt to docu-
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ment their assertions but instead simply note a number of
apparently outrageous events and then charge, without
substantiation, that these episodes are, for example, rep-
resentative of “a rise in the incidence of verbal and
symbolic assault and harassment to which black and other
traditionally subjugated groups are subjected.” A list of
twenty, fifty, one hundred, or even three hundred racist
incidents may appear to offer a terrible indictment of race
relations on American campuses-—until one recalls that
there are hundreds of institutions of higher education
across the country. Bearing in mind the numbers of young
collegians who are constantly interacting with one an-
other, often in close quarters, is a useful aid for keeping in
perspective the catalogue of racist episodes that regula-
tionists point to as the predicate for what they see as
urgently needed reform.

A persuasive assertion that racially assaultive speech is
on the rise ought logically to entail positing that there was
a greater incidence of such speech in year Y than in year
X. Demonstrating such a trajectory, however, is 2 daunt-
ing enterprise. After all, even when one is able to say that
the number of reported incidents in a certain year was
greater than the number of reported incidents in another

year, there remains the problem of determining whether
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the reporting itself was a mirror of reality or a result of
efforts to elicit from subjects their dissatisfaction with
conduct they perceived to be offensive. Acknowledg-
ing such complications opens the way to considering
alternative interpretations to those put forth by the regu-

lationists. One alternative is that the growing number of

' reported episodes involving hate speech is a function of

both an increased willingness to report perceived insults
and an increased willingness to record them, which
would mean that the perception of a rising tide of racial
vilification is an illusion that paradoxically signals pro-
gress rather than regress. Or it may be that the regula-
tionists are correct—that increased reporting does in fact
reflect a greater incidence of verbal abuse. Even if that is
so, however, there remains a question of interpretation.
Here again, it is possible that episodes of verbal abuse are
actually indicative of racial progress. On some campuses,
for example, racist verbal abuse may not previously have
been a problem simply because there were too few blacks
around to generate racial friction. More recently, with
the advent of a critical mass of black students, the possi-
bilities for racial conflict may have escalated. At institu-
tions where this is the case, increasing numbers of racial

insults could be merely a function of more frequent inter-
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racial interaction and all that comes with it—for good

and for ill.

Proponents of enhanced speech codes portray blacks.

on predominantly white campuses as being socially iso-
lated and politically weak. Yet the regulationists clearly
believe that the authorities to whom they are appealing
are likely to side with these students and not with their
antagonists. This, as Henry Louis Gates Jr. observes, is
the “hidden foundation for the [anti—] hate speech move-
ment. . . .You don’t go to the teacher to complain about
the school bully unless you know the teacher is on your
side 66

Resorting to school authorities, however, has had its
own costs. In stressing the “terror” of verbal abuse, pro-
ponents of hate-speech regulation have, ironically, em-
powered abusers while simultaneously weakening black
students by counseling that they should feel grievously
wounded by remarks that their predecessors would have
shaken off or ignored altogether.

An examination of the substance of the regulationists’
proposals turns up suggested reforms that are puzzlingly
narrow, frighteningly broad, or disturbingly susceptible
to discriminatory manipulation. In 1990, after much de-

bate, Stanford University prohibited “harassment by
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personal vilification,” which it defined as speech or other

expression that

a) is intended to insult or stigmatize an
individual or a small number of individuals on the
basis of their race, color, handicap, religion, sexual
orientation, or national and ethnic origin; and

b) is addressed directly to the individual or
individuals whom it insults or stigmatizes; and

c) makes use of insulting or “fighting” words or

nonverbal syfnbols.67

Perhaps the most notable feature of this provision is how
little it accomplished. One of the incidents at Stanford
that had fueled the call for a speech code in the first
place involved the defacement of a poster bearing a like-
ness of Beethoven. After an argument with a black stu-
dent who claimed that the composer had been partly of
African descent, white students darkened a portrait of
him and exaggerated the curliness of his hair and the
thickness of his lips. They then affixed their negrofied
poster to the door of the black student’s room. Regula-
tionists were outraged by this conduct, which they per-

ceived as being aggressively racist. But the Stanford code
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would not have covered this action or, for that matter,
most of the other verbal or symbolic “assaults” about
which regulationists complain. During the first five
years of Stanford’s code, in fact, no one was ever
charged with a violation. Some might argue that this
record suggests that the code effectively prevented bad
conduct, thus obviating the need for disciplinary pro-
ceedings. But a more plausible explanation is that con-
duct of the sort prohibited by the code was virtually
nonexistent before its enactment and virtually nonexis-
tent afterward—a veritable straw man .58

The Stanford code covered a single, specific type of
speech: vulgar racial insults directed from one person
to another in a face-to-face encounter. Such exchanges
do happen; at the University of Wisconsin, for instance,
a group of white male students reportedly followed
some black female students, all the while shouting, “I've
never tried a nigger before.” But conduct of this sort
is sanctionable via traditional legal machinery (or if
not through reputation-besmirching publicity), without
resort to newfangled modes of repression. It is likely,
moreover, that especially on a college campus, antiblack
polemics that are polite, skillful, and conventionally
garbed—think of The Bell Curve—will be far more hurt-

ful to African Americans than the odd nigger, coon, jiga-
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boo, or other racial insult, which in any case will almost
certainly be more discrediting to the speaker than to the
target. Yet under the Stanford code, the damaging but
polite polemic is protected, while the rude but impo-
tent epithet is not. This problem of underinclusiveness
is a major embarrassment for the regulationist camp
because, as Gates notes, “the real power commanded by
the racist is likely to vary inversely with the vulgarity
with which itis expressed. Black professionals soon learn
that it is the socially disenfranchised—the lower class,
the homeless—who are more likely to hail them as ‘nig-
gers. The circles of power have long since switched to a
vocabulary of indirection.” By focusing on vulgar words

that wound, regulationists “invite us to spend more time

-worr[ying] about speech codes than [about] coded

»70

speech.

Because speech codes of the Stanford variety fail
to address what some regulationists see as intolerable
forms of speech, broader prohibitions have been pro-
posed. Professor Charles L'avvrence,lfor example, has
urged that the ban on racial epithets be extended be-
yond the context of face-to-face encounters, while Pro-
fessor Mari Matsuda has advocated punishing “racist
speech” in general. Such proposals, however, encroach

upon 1egal doctrines that have helped to make American
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culture among the most open and vibrant in the world.”!
Under the overbreadth doctrine, regulation must be
narrowly drawn so as to touch only that conduct which a
governing authority may validly repress; where a regula-
tion sweeps within its ambit a substantial amount of
protected speech along with unprotected conduct, the
overbreadth doctrine instructs courts to invalidate the
regulation. Under the vagueness doctrine, regulation
that may chill protected expression must be drawn with
especially rigorous exactitude. And under the doctrine
of content neutrality, a governmental authority can-
not prohibit certain forms of speech merely because it
objects to the ideas or sentiments the speaker seeks
to communicate. To quote one of many Supreme Court
pronouncements on this theme: “If there is one star

fixed in our constitutional constellation, it is that no offi-

cial, high or petty, can prescribe what shall be orthodox

in politics, nationalism, religion or other matters of
opinion.””> The cumulative effect of these and related
speech—protective doctrines is a conspicuous toleration
of speech and other representations that many people—
in some instances the vast majority of people—find
deeply, perhaps even viscerally, obnoxious, including

flag burning, pornography, Nazis’ taunting of Holocaust
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survivors, a jacket emblazoned with the phrase “Fuck
the Draft” worn in a courthouse, The Satanic Verses, The
Birth of a Nation, The Last Temptation of Christ. And just as
acute wariness of public or private censorship has long
furthered struggles for freedom of expression in all its
many guises, so has resistance against censorship always
been an important and positive feature of the great
struggles against racist tyranny in the United States,
from the fight against slavery to the fight against Jim
Crow.” For this reason, we may count ourselves fortu-
nate that the anti—hate-speech campaign of the regula-
tionists fizzled and has largely subsided. This particular
effort to do away with nigger-as-insult and its kindred
symbols was simply not worth the various costs that suc-

cess would have exacted.

Finally, I turn to the eradicationists—those who main-
tain that all uses of nigger are wrongful and hurtful and
ought to be condemned by dint of public opinion. Their
absolutist position simply fails to acknowledge ade-
quately either the malleability of language or the com-
plexity of African American communities. Even the
proponents of enhanced speech codes—the “regulation-

ists” whom I have just criticized—make a distinction
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between racist and nonracist, impermissible and per-
missible usages of the N-word. Professor Delgado has
proposed, for example, that whites who insultingly call
blacks niggers should be subject to suit for money dam-
ages. He goes on to explain, however, that the salutation
“ ‘Hey, nigger, spoken affectionately between black per-
sons and used as a greeting, would not be actionable”

under his scheme.? Similarly, though without expressly

mentioning nigger, Professor Matsuda has indicated that-

her approach would allow words generally seen as racial
insults, and thus otherwise prohibitable, to be protected
in the context of a “particular subordinated community”
that tolerated the use of such terms as a form of “word-
play.””® She elaborates, “Where this is the case, commu-
nity members tend to have a clear sense of what is
racially degrading and what is not. The appropriate stan-
dard in determining whether language is persecutorial,
hateful, and degrading is the recipient’s community
standard. We should avoid further victimization of sub-
ordinated groups by misunderstanding their linguistic
and cultural norms.”76

Matsuda, however, minimizes the reality of cultural
conflict within groups. As we have seen, for example,
blacks differ sharply over the use of nigger. Some con-

demn it absolutely, unequivocally, across the board, no
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matter who is voicing the hatgd N-word and no matter
what the setting. This has long been so. Writing in 1940,
Langston Hughes remarked:

The word nigger to colored people of high and
low degree is like a red rag to a bull. Used rightly -
or wrongly, ironically or seriously, of necessity
for the sake of realism, or impishly for the sake of
comedy],] it doesn’t matter. Negroes do not like
it in any book or play whatsoever, be the book or
play ever so sympathetic in its treatment of the
basic problems of the race. The word nigger, you
see, sums up for us who are colored all the bitter

years of insult and struggle in America.”’

Hughes overgeneralized. All Negroes do not react to nig-
ger in the way he described. Hughes himself did not; he
applauded his friend Carl Van Vechten’s novel Nigger
Heaven. He was also certainly aware that blacks used
“nigger” freely when outside the presence of whites.”
Hughes was correct, though, in suggesting that some
blacks—then as now—detest nigger so thoroughly that
they eschew efforts to distinguish between good and bad

usages of the term and instead condemn it out of hand.

“Everyone should refrain from [using the N-word] and
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provide negative sanctions on its use by others,” black-
studies professor Halford H. Fairchild has argued. What
about blacks’ using the term ironically, as a term of affec-
tion? “The persistent viability of the N-word in the black
community,” Fairchild writes, “is a scar from centuries of
cultural racism.”” Voicing the same message, Ron Nel-
son, an editor of the University of North Carolina news-
paper, notes that while “most blacks . . . understand the
implications and racist history of the word nigger, it has
somehow dangerously and disturbingly found its way
into everyday language.” Castigating blacks’ playful use of
the N-word as “self-defeating,” “hypocritical,” and “ab-
surd,” Nelson asserts that its usage “creates an atmo-
sphere of acceptance [in which whites wonder, ] After all,
if blacks themselves do it, why can’t others[?]8® The
Pulitzer Prize—winning journalist E. R. Shipp is of the
same opinion. In an article revealingly entitled “N Word

Just asVile When Uttered by Blacks,” Shipp declared that

“there needs to be no confusion. . . . The N-word has no

place in contemporary life or language !

Bill Cosby is another who attacks blacks’ use of
nigger. Addressing African American comedians, Cosby
has argued that when nigger pops out of their mouths as
entertainment, all blacks are hurt. He fears that white

onlookers will have negative impressions of African

162

Pitfalls in Fighting Nigger

Americans reinforced when blacks laughingly bandy
about the N-word. He fears that many whites largely
ignorant of black America will be all too literal-minded
and will fail to understand the joke. Notwithstanding
Cosby’s criticisms and pleas, many black comedians have
continued to give nigger a prominent place in their acts.
Several of them were mainstays of Def Comedy Jam, a
popular show that appeared on the Home Box Office
cable-television network in the 1990s. Taking aim at Def
Comedy Jam, Cosby likened it to an updated Amos ’n’
Andy: “When you watch [Def Comedy Jam], you hear a
statement or a joke and it says ‘niggers.” And sometimes
they say ‘we niggers.” And we are laughing [at it], just as
we laughed at Amos 'n’ Andy in the fifties. But we don’t
realize that there are people watching who know noth-
ing about us. This is the only picture they have of us
other than our mothers going to work in their homes
and pushing their children in the carriages and dusting
their houses. . . . And they say, ‘Yeah, that’s them. Just
like we thought.’ 78

Cosby’s reference to Amos 'n’ Andy was intended to
damn Def Comedy Jam by associating it with a program
that some blacks regard as a terrible affront to African
Americans.®3 Amos ’n’ Andy began as a radio show in

1928. It was written and dramatized by two white men
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with roots in minstrelsy who animated the misadven-
tures of a group of blacks living and working in Harlem.
Episodes of the show focused on marital woes and
infidelities, inept efforts to realize professional or entre-
preneurial ambitions, and petty bickering within a semi-
secret fraternal order named the Mystic Knights of the
Sea. Among the show’s personalities were Andy (an ami-
able dunce), the Kingfish (a schemer who constantly
bilked stupid Andy), Amos (an earnest taxicab driver),
Algonquin J. Calhoun (an inept and unethical attorney),
Sapphire (Andy’s angry, contemptuous, shrewish wife),
and Lightnin’ (a slow, easily befuddled housepainter).

Amos ’n’ Andy was one of the most successful programs
in the history of radio. It inspired a comic strip, a candy
bar, greeting cards, phonograph records, and a film. It
coined phrases—for example, “holy mackerel”—that
have become embedded in colloquial speech, and touched
hundreds of thousands of Americans in all manner of sur-
prising ways. Owners of restaurants, hotels, and movie
theaters piped the show into their establishments for fear
that if they didn’t, customers would leave in droves to hear
the latest installment. Eleanor Roosevelt was a fan, as was
Huey P. Long, the flamboyant, demagogic governor of
Louisiana, who nicknamed himself Kingfish under the
show’s influence.

Pitfalls in Fighting Nigger

In 1951, when Amos 'n’ Andy moved to television, an
all-black cast (the first on network TV) superseded the
white men who had previously supplied the voices of the
black characters. Although the show lasted only two sea-
sons, syndicated reruns would be aired on local televi-
sion stations until the mid 1960s.

Amos ’n’ Andy’s harshest critics denounced it as “the ul-
timate metaphor of whites’ casual contempt for blacks.”®*
W. ]. Walls, a bishop in the African Methodist Episcopal
Zion Church, contended in 1929 that the radio program
degraded blacks by presenting African American charac-
ters with “crude, repetitional, moronic mannerisms” who
spoke “gibbberish.” Bishop Walls stated that there did

exist “unlettered and mentally imbecilic” Negroes. But

~ Amos ’n’ Andy, in his view, focused unduly on that “rapidly

decreasing” portion of the African American population,
thereby allowing “the crude deeds of unfortunates to be
paraded as the order and pattern of a whole people.”
Responding to defenders who pointed out that the word
nigger was never heard on the show, the bishop suggested
that blacks needed to cease being satisfied with merely the
absence of the worst racial derogation.?s '

Robert L. Vanﬁ, the editor of the Pittsburgh Courier,
also attacked Amos 'n’ Andy. In 1931 he launched a drive

to obtain one million signatures on a petition demanding
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that the Federal Radio Commission ban the program.
The petition complained that “two white men . . . have
been exploiting certain types of American Negro for
purely commercial gain” and that their representations
“are of such character as to prove detrimental to the self-
respect and general advancement of the Negro.” More
specifically, “Negro womanhood has been broadcast to
the world as indulging in bigamy, lawyers as schemers
and crooks and Negro Secret Orders as organizations
where money is filched from . . . members by dishonest
methods, thereby plécing all these activities among
Negroes in a most harmful and degrading light.”s¢ Ac-
cording to the Courier, 740,000 people eventually signed
the petition.

A third important critic of Amos 'n’ Andy was the
NAACP. When the program switched over to television
in 1951, the country’s foremost guardian of black ad-
vancement vigorously objected. Until that point the
organization had refrained from criticism, but according
to the NAACP leadership, “The visual impact [of the
television show makes it] infinitely worse than the radio
version.” Anticipating Bill Cosby’s annoyance with Def
Comedy Jam, NAACP officials asserted that Amos 'n’ Andy

“say[s] to millions of white Americans who know noth-
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ing about Negroes . . . that this is the way Negroes
are.”¥7

A thorough assessment of such critiques requires an
acknowledgment of the plurality of tastes, aspirations,
interests, and perspectives within African American
communities.® While an appreciable number of blacks
repudiated Amos 'n’ Andy, many others enjoyed it, a fact

memorialized in letters, newspaper accounts, and the

‘racial demographics of the show’s audience. Black sup-

port, moreover, extended beyond the ranks of ordinary
folk, finding a foothold in institutions and among cadres
of intellectuals and activists. Thus, even as the Pittshurgh
Courier was railing against the white authors of Amos ’n’
Andy, the Chicago Defender, the nation’s leading black
weekly newspaper, was designating them honored guests
at a parade and picnic on that city’s South Side. In 1930,
a young black journalist who would eventually head the
NAACP defended Amos 'n’ Andy and criticized its critics.
According to Roy Wilkins, black opponents of the show
should stop “sniffing about with [their] heads in the
clouds,” put aside “false pride,” and start producing some
humor of their own that would earn a share of the hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars that the white producers of
Amos ’n’ Andy were making. Wilkins saw nothing wrong
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with the portraiture generated by Amos ’n’ Andy. How
would critics wish to have the show’s characters pre-
sented? he asked. “In plug hats, with morning coat,
striped trousers, glassined hair, spats, patent leather
shoes, and an Oxford accent? Instead of having them
struggling with the immediate and universal problem of
how to get and keep a decent and usable spare tire for the
taxicab, would [the critics] have them prating about
mergers, mortgages, international loans and foreign
trade balances?” Praising its “universal appeal,” Wilkins
concluded that Amos 'n’ Andy was “clean fun from begin-
ning to end,” with “all the pathos, humor, vanity, glory,
problems and solutions that beset ordinary mortals.”
Wilkins’s perspective was by no means idiosyncratic.
A prominent black attorney in Worcester, Massachusetts,
declared that he could discern no good objection to Amos
‘n’Andy; he found the show truly funny and dismissed the
racial critique of the series as nothing more than the
whining of blacks who were “thin-skinned” and “super-
sensitive.” Interpreting the show completely differently
than its detractors, a black fan in Chicago maintained
that Amos ’n’ Andy showed that “the Negro race has
and does . . . produce people who are worthwhile.”!
Theophilus Lewis, an acerbic black columnist for the

Amsterdam News, suggested that the Courier’s petition cam-
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paign against the program would serve one good end:
“When they complete their tally of signatures we will
know precisely how many half wits there are in the
race.”?

In the 1950s, when debate shifted to the fate of Amos
’n’ Andy on television, black opinion remained divided,
though its opponents had gained considerable ground.
As head of the NAACP, Roy Wilkins switched sides and
called for the show to be taken off the air. In adopting
that position he was supported by, among others, Thur-
good Marshall (who would later, as we have seen,
become the first black Supreme Court justice) and
William Hastie (who would be the first black to sit on a
federal court of appeals). Nevertheless, as Bill Cosby
recognized, many blacks continued to support the show.
In an ad hoc “man in the street” survey conducted by the
black Journal and Guide newspaper in Norfolk, Virginia,
a large majority of blacks voiced approval of Amos 'n’
Andy. A poll taken by an opinion-research firm hired by
an advertiser found the same result: among 365 black
adults contacted in New York and New Jersey, 70 per-
cent expressed a favorable view of the program.®3

Today’s conflicts over nigger replicate yesterday’s con-
flicts over Amos ’'n’ Andy. Among the supporters of that

show were black entertainers who stood to make money
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and gain visibility by participating in its production.
Among the supporters of Def Comedy Jam and other, sim-
ilar programs of our own day are black performers hun-
gry for a break; to them, Bill Cosby’s militant aversion
to the N-word as entertainment is an indulgence that
they themselves are hardly in a position to afford. Black
critics of the campaign against Amos n’ Andy charged that
the show’s detractors were excessively concerned about
white people’s perceptions. Today a similar charge is lev-
eled. Some entertainers who openly use nigger reject
Cosby’s politics of respectability, which counsels African
Americans to mind their manners and mouths in the
presence of whites. This group of performers doubts
the efficacy of seeking to burnish the image of African
Americans in the eyes of white folk. Some think that the
racial perceptions of most whites are beyond changing;
others believe that whatever marginal benefits a politics
of respectability may yield are not worth the psychic
cost of giving up or diluting cultural rituals that blacks
enjoy. This latter attitude is effectively expressed by the
remark “I don’t give a fuck.” These entertainers don’t
care whether whites find nigger upsetting. They don’t
care whether whites are confused by blacks’ use of the
term. And they don’t care whether whites who hear
blacks using the N-word think that African Americans

Pitfalls in Fighting Nigger

lack self-respect. The black comedians and rappers who
use and enjoy nigger care principally, perhaps exclu-
sively, about what they themselves think, desire, and
enjoy—which is part of their allure. Many people
(including me) are drawn to these performers despite
their many faults because, among other things, they
exhibit a bracing independence. They eschew boring
conventions, including the one that maintains, despite
massive evidence to the contrary, that niggei can mean

only one thing,
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