An Exploration of the Two Sides of the Ebonics Debate and its Cultural and Linguistic Implications for the African-American Community

Ivor A. Baker
Master of Arts in Liberal Studies, Brooklyn College of the City University of New York 
In December of 1996, the Oakland Unified School District unanimously passed a resolution on Ebonics which immediately ignited a major debate within the United States.

Deemed controversial, this decision was challenged by a number of prominent individuals within the media establishment, a few in the linguistic community and even several socio-political organizations such as the NAACP which operate primarily as advocates in the interest of African-American people. 
With the exception of a few, most of the impassioned debates which resulted from this, however, were problematic in many ways. First, they did not deal with Ebonics as it was defined. Second, for the most part these debates, which occurred primarily within the media and among members of the intellectual community, excluded the views of the experts who were consulted to aid in the Oakland Unified School District’s decision-making process. Third, almost no objective studies were conducted to gage whether African Americans really understood the two sides of this debate, yet the major premise of most of these debates was that African Americans reject the idea of Ebonics. 
This study revisits this 1996 decision and focuses on the impact of these attacks against Ebonics as the primary language of the African-American community. Using actual research on the attitude of African Americans to Ebonics, it argues that the media coverage surrounding this event was intentionally partisan and biased. As a result, the people most affected by this, African Americans, are ignorant of the meaning of this term and its historical, linguistic and cultural implications for them as a people. 
