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Dear Nigger,

This is the first letter that I’ve ever written to a word so forgive me for the uneasiness of it all.  I thought that we had received the memo that you were passé but I was wrong.  So once again you demand to be addressed.
I am the granddaughter of a Bajan-Guyanese sugar cane farmer and the great-granddaughter of an Ashanti.  I would have been the first person in my family born on American soil but my cousin George beat me by a few hours.  I define myself as a hip hop filmmaker, having been nursed at the knee of this music, my entry as a foreign daughter into African American culture.  I am a public artist, a culture producer who aims to create work that empowers-- politically, emotionally and sexually.
So that’s who I am – a Harlemite who spits films -- but Nigger you know me well.  We first met when I was about 9 although you were banned, de facto, from my home.  When I was a kid in the 1980s the dictionary defined you “Nigger” as “a black person.”  Remember when Jessica, a white friend, used you to refer to Latoya, a black friend, and I protested?  Jessica took my family’s Webster and showed me your meaning.  And there it was.  There you were. There I was. Nigger.
Fast forward to 2006, Nigger.  I am a classroom teaching artist in one of the poorest neighborhoods in Brooklyn, New York.  No longer even a discussion, you flow like water from the mouths of my predominantly African American students. Nigger this… Nigger that... They would have had their mouths washed out with soap back in my day when the civil rights gains still hung fresh in the greedy air. So I am shocked when I correct my sixth graders, I am shot back with “my mother/ father/ grandmother uses it.”  

Meanwhile the students taunt a very dark-skinned kid by calling him "blackie" "black and ugly" “African boodie snatcher” and other colorist slurs.  I abandon our lesson plan to address this.  See, I could not let you win Nigger.  Mrs. Simon, the 60-something year old white teacher is grateful for my intervention as she had been having an on-going conversation with the other white teachers about how to sensitively address the issue of YOU.  Mrs. Simon quoted Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and his lofty dream for good measure.  
Nigger, do you know that several of the kids had NO IDEA who she was talking about.  They were VAGUELY familiar with Dr. King’s name although yours was music in their mouths.  Then one kid reminded the group, "you know the day off next week."  Another dressed better than me remembered that his brother went to Martin Luther King High School.  A freckled girl started singing some McDonald’s MLK song.  I don't know which part of this was worse.  

I asked them if they knew what you meant, Nigger.  They all said "Nigger means a black person."  I felt faint until the lone white student introduced reason by saying "Nigger means a person who is hung or lazy" and that his parents had taught him not to use the word.  I was past physically ill when one of the students said "Well Miss we all weren't born with a silver spoon in our mouths.  This is the ghetto so we're gonna be ghetto."  
Another kid started kicking 50 Cent lyrics:

“Many men, wish death ‘pon me

I'm trying to be what I'm destined to be
And niggaz trying to take my life away
I put a hole in nigga for fucking with me
My back on the wall, now you gon' see.”
Then he added “if it’s good enough for 50, it’s good enough for me.”  Having just listened to the same song all the way from Harlem to Brooklyn I was now feeling completely hypocritical. See (what had happened was) for me, the song is a metaphor for the challenges associated with trying to create counter culture art and prevailing nonetheless.  The reality is that for 50 and the kids it’s a memoir about dodging bullets.  How did you feel at that point, Nigger?
As an admitted workaholic, feminist, and a recovering good girl I have 
few guilty pleasures.  No, not shopping and getting my nails or hair done—the things one would expect from an ultra femme girly girl.  I actually despise those things because they feel like time-wasters.  My guiltiest pleasure is hip hop music. The hard stuff.  East Coast preferably. 
Nigger, we all remember when Tupac respelled out your nickname, niggaz vs. niggers, giving voice to a reasoning that kids don’t even need today.  Chris Rock further broke it down that niggers were the underclass and that “black people hate niggers too.”  Here’s my weak argument for listening to music that repeats a word that whips me every time I hear it, a word I wish was stricken from the language: Musical tastes are like sexual preferences—can someone really feel that I am wrong for preferring darker skinned brothers?  Am I being prejudicial toward lighter skinned brothers or is this just my prerogative?

Nigger, I have been called by your name many times, although only twice in memory have I actually heard the word.  It is implied or inferred in many interactions.  People can call you a nigger without saying it.  
A couple of years ago, my bag accidentally hit a particularly perturbed man on the G train.  “Nigger,” he said and stepped out as the doors closed. I was shocked, too stunned to move or respond and remembered as a 13 year old on the East 86 Street bus hearing the word from an old woman who reminisced that “you people would have had to give me your seat.”
Many of my Ivy League educated friends let the word trip the light fantastic off their silver tongues.  I can curse up a blue streak (sorry mommy), but Nigger, you dance on too many graves for me.  As Oprah says every Negro hung in the bloody South was hung in your name.  I don’t even have to go back that far.  In the early nineties, late eighties, brothers like Yusef Hawkins were killed in your name in Howard Beach, Queens, around the corner from me.  Other brothers were wrongly jailed for the rape of the Central Park jogger in your name. Hell, my father, a near-genius, lost many promotions in your name.  A few years ago, I followed a year in the life of a biracial poet to make my documentary Knives in My Throat.  One of her central issues was dealing with her Italian American mother calling her nigger.  
Folks have argued that there are bigger fights.  Bigger fights than the self esteem of a people? Nations go to war over loss of self-esteem.  The personal is political for the granddaughter of people whose bodies were legislated and who are still reeling with Post Traumatic stress and slave syndrome, but I realize that we cannot wrap victimization around us like a poxed blanket.

So I guess you win, Nigger, enhancing our culture of self hatred.  While it may seem that we have been done in by a word, I refuse.  The paradox is that I am furious about many things bigger than you.  You are just a symptom so treating you is a waste of my precious time, but like Richard Pryor before me, I am walking away from you.  There is certain music that I must divorce because how we do anything is how we do everything.  We’re either part of the solution or a part of the problem, and other clichés…  However, I must stress that hip hop is still my music and I refuse to give it up and let it be written in history without me

Words and particularly names have power.  You know this, for few sounds are more irritating to me than being called out of my name although in your case that would be an improvement. Words create, affirm and manifest.  I was never a nigger nor have I ever been related to any and silver spoon or not, I do not apologize for that.  
I used to feel that maybe if we let you go, like all slang, you’d eventually become played out.  My friend Kristal told me yesterday that no one says dis anymore besides middle age white newscasters & me.  Go figure.  But you are strong and bigger, Nigger, and you persist.  

Fine. Keep yourself—I have other work to do and more critical things to worry about, like which young African American man in Brooklyn shot and killed Tiesha Sargeant, a brilliant, bright and beautiful schoolmate of mine.  I wonder if he was familiar with 50’s riff—“I put a hole in a nigger for fucking with me” when he put a hole in Tiesha.  
“For all y’all other cats throwing shots at Jigga, you only get half a bar, f*ck y’all niggaz.”  -- Jay-Z

Word,

Abiola

AKA (hip hop moniker) 
Venus Baartman 
P.S. Recently I learned that Damon Wayans had filed for trademarks on you Nigger.  I guess it’s hoping for too much to imagine that his objective is to take you out of circulation, huh?  I am filing to trademark bitchez tomorrow, and I’ll have to address the misogyny and homophobia in our music in another missive.
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