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INTRODUCTION

Nigs R Us, or How Blackfolk 

Became Fetish Objects



BY GREG TATE

“Ex Africa semper aliquid novi.” (Out of Africa, always something new.) —PLINY THE ELDER



“. . . in memory they are equal to white; in reason much inferior, as I think one could scarcely be found capable of tracing and comprehending the investigations of Euclid; and that in imagination they are dull, tasteless, anomalous . . . never yet could I find a black had uttered a thought above the level of plain abstraction.” —THOMAS JEFFERSON, 1803



“Have you forgotten that once we were brought here we were robbed of our name, robbed of our language. We lost our religion, our culture, our God. And many of us, by the way we act, even lost our minds.”—MINISTER LOUIS FARRAKHAN



“The history of the world, my sweet, is who gets eaten and who gets to eat.” —S
TEPHEN SONDHEIM, SWEENEY TODD



“After a dignified WASP medievalist from an Ivy League university confided in an airport bar that her eminent husband spoke ‘black talk’ to their dog, I began to expect white people to respond to a description of my project with some kind of confession about the prominence of racial parodies in their own lives. An Irish-Catholic college administrator exhibited his perfect Stepin Fetchit shuffle; an Italian physician whispered his secret black nickname, intoning it à la Kingfish; a Jewish friend from college expressed her delight that her complexion and kinky hair led Parisians to fete her (since her looks had only incited wary glances in the segregated neighborhood of her native Bronx) . . . After months spent writing about the centrality of cross-racial mimicry in twentieth-century culture, I found myself less shocked, more bemused, at a wedding reception when an ersatz ‘Zulu Warrior Chant’ presumably taught to the paterfamilias of a Southern family by General Patton during the Second World War, was performed, accompanied by rhythmic hand-clapping and foot-stomping, by all his sons, son-in-law, and grandsons.”—SUSAN GUBAR, RACE CHANGES: WHITE SKIN, BLACK FACE IN AMERICAN CULTURE



“It’s not good to stay in a white man’s country too long.” —MUTABARUKA

THE TITLE OF THIS BOOK IS a Florence Tate original. Mom once wrote a poem of the same name to decry the long-standing, ongoing, and unarrested theft of African-American cultural properties by thieving, flavorless whitefolk. A jeremiad against the ways Our music, Our fashion, Our hairstyles, Our dances, Our anatomical traits, Our bodies, Our Soul continue to be considered ever ripe for the plucking and the biting by the same crafty devils who brought you the African slave trade and the Middle Passage.

What has always struck Black observers of this phenomenon isn’t just the irony of white America fiending for Blackness when it once debated whether Africans even had souls. It’s also the way They have always tried to erase the Black presence from whatever Black thing They took a shine to: jazz, blues, rock and roll, doo-wop, swingdancing, cornrowing, antidisimanation politics, attacking Dead Men, you name it.

Readers of Black music history are often struck by the egregious turns of public relations puffery that saw Paul Whiteman crowned the King of Swing in the 1920s, Benny Goodman anointed the King of Jazz in the 1930s, Elvis Presley propped up as the King of Rock and Roll in the 1950s, and Eric Clapton awarded the title of the world’s greatest guitar player (ostensibly of the blues) in the 1960s. Whatever Count Basie, Duke Ellington, Chuck Berry, B. B. King, and other African-American pioneers thought about these coronations, they seem to have wisely kept between pursed lips—at least until Little Richard declared himself “the architect of rock and roll” rather than announce the winner at a late-eighties Grammy Awards ceremony. The same market forces that provided Caucasian imitators maximum access to American audiences through the most lucrative radio, concert, and recording contracts of the day also fed out whatever crumbs Black artists could hope for in the segregated American entertainment business.

For much of the last century the burden of being Black in America was the burden of a systemic denial of human and constitutional rights and equal economic opportunity. It was also a century in which much of what America sold to the world as uniquely American in character—music, dance, fashion, humor, spirituality, grassroots politics, slang, literature, and sports—was uniquely African-American in origin, conception, and inspiration. Only rarely could this imitation be enjoyed by African Americans as the sincerest form of flattery or as more than a Pyrrhic victory over racist devaluations of Black humanity. Yet today, counter to Thomas Jefferson’s widely known notions of Black cognitive inferiority, the grandsons and daughters of antebellum America’s slave commodities have become the masters of the nation’s creative profile.

Legal and economic inequality between the races, though diminished to varying degrees by the advances of the civil rights and black power movements, still defines the quality of alienation which afflicts Black/white relations. The history of racism is more alive than dead for many African Americans—much of our public policy around crime, public housing, health care, and education continues to reflect a belief in second-class status for African Americans born in slavery.

The African-American presence in this country has produced a fearsome, seductive, and circumspect body of myths about Black intellectual capacity, athletic ability, sexual appetite, work ethic, family values, and propensity for violence and drug addiction. From these myths have evolved much of the paranoia, pathology, absurdity, awkwardness, alienation, and anomie which continue to define the American racial scene.

 

This book is an interrogation of those myths and the ways they have become intertwined with the popular culture of the country, and the world, since before the First World War. This is admittedly a peculiar book about a peculiar fascination: our peculiarly American notions of racial difference and the forms of pleasure, sometimes sadomasochistic in nature, that have sprung from the national id because of them. It features a peculiarly African-American twist on Marx’s and Engels’s observations about capitalism’s commodity-fetish effect—the transformation of a marketable object into a magical thing of desire. It is my belief that capitalism’s original commodity fetish was the Africans auctioned here as slaves, whose reduction from subjects to abstracted objects has made them seem larger than life and less than human at the same time. It is for this reason that the Black body, and subsequently Black culture, has become a hungered-after taboo item and a nightmarish bugbear in the badlands of the American racial imagination. Something to be possessed and something to be erased—an operation that explains not only the ceaseless parade of troublesome Black stereotypes still proferred and preferred by Hollywood (toms, coons, mammies, mulattoes, and bucks, in Donald Bogle’s coinage), but the American music industry’s never-ending quest for a white artist who can competently perform a Black musical impersonation: Paul Whiteman, Elvis Presley, the Rolling Stones, Sting, Britney Spears, ’N Sync, Pink, Eminem—all of those contrived and promoted to do away with bodily reminders of the Black origins of American pop pleasure.

It is with this history in mind that African-American performance artist Roger Guenveur Smith once posed the question: Why does everyone love Black music but nobody loves Black people? Readers will find that politics (the power to address who gets eaten and who gets to eat) matters in this book’s discussion of the Black American Burden, but so does Eminem. This latest pure product of white and crazy America, here to claim his fifteen minutes of MTV-generated fame as a Black male impersonator, and who has his gangsta-rap records routinely played by rock stations that consider Black rappers anathema.

This book, then, is about Black resentment and discontent to no small extent, but be reminded that Black irony and contrariness are never far away. Because while Everything but the Burden is largely devoted to scrutinizing the need by white Americans to acquire Blackness by any means necessary, it is also about the fascination that desire has provoked in a contemporary generation of African-American artists and intellectuals who hold complicated ideas about “Whose Black culture is it anyway?”

There is a panopticon effect being generated here. Just imagine a nest of Black scribes secretly, sometimes surgically, observing white people parading around as imitation Negroes. Now imagine those same scribes measuring the distance between the simplicity of white mimesis and the complexity of Black expression, and wondering where they fit into the equation. And the joke.

In this sense, Everything but the Burden is also about what white people can’t see when they see Black—the sight of a Black imagination “playing in the dark,” to use Toni Morrison’s apt description, making hay out of what happens in the wily and wounded African-American psyche when it goes messing about, marketing, and sometimes making sense of race in these United States and abroad.

Given that most of these writers are, like the editor, civil rights– and black power–era babies, our take on the Burden differs from that of my very hip septuagenarian Southern-born mother. Our take on white appropriation has been colored, when not softened, by the socioeconomic gains, opportunities, and legal protections the struggles of earlier generations have provided for Black thinkers and cultural entrepreneurs today. Note that those two categories, thinker and huckster, are no longer, if they ever were, separate.

 

Nelson George once correctly identified the African-American equivalent of postmodernism as post-Soul culture. Soul music, widely understood as the classic sound Black gospel vocalists like Sam Cooke made as they turned away from praising Jesus and toward the more lucrative romantic pop market, subsequently produced a secular faith of sorts—one built around the verities of working-class African-American life. Soul culture succinctly describes the folkways African Americans concocted in the desegregating America of the fifties and sixties as the civil rights movement was on the ascendancy. Post-Soul is how George describes the African-American culture that emerged out of the novel social, economic, and political circumstances the sixties Black movements produced in their wake. Post-Soul would include the plays of Ntozake Shange, the novels of Gayl Jones, the films of Spike Lee, the music of Fishbone, Tracy Chapman, and Living Colour, the presidential campaigns of Jesse Jackson, the songs and the cosmetic surgery of Michael Jackson, the art of Jean-Michel Basquiat, and of course that postmodern expression par excellence, hip-hop. All this work managed the feat of being successful in the American mainstream in a language that was as easily referenced to white cultural models as to Africans-American ones. Its signature was not its smooth Blackness but its self-conscious hybridity of Black and white cultural signifiers. Hence, Basquiat referenced Rauschenberg and Dubuffet before Bearden, as the members of Living Colour and Fishbone found Led Zeppelin and the Sex Pistols as praiseworthy as James Brown and George Clinton. By the same token, all of these artists left an African-American critique of racism visible in the foreground—a recognition that Black discontent was as alive as white supremacy in the land of the hybridizing freakyfree.

Yet with post-Soul’s new forms came new psychological relationships to older (and arguably, perhaps, even outdated) takes on such platitudinous topics as Black oppression, Black propriety, Black identity, Black community, Black family, Black femininity and feminism, and, most of all, Black marketability. For the first time in history, mainstream success became a defining factor in the cultural value of an African-American arts movement—primarily because it would be through the country’s major channels of mass communication and mass marketing that debates about these figures moved from margin to center, from the hood to the floors of Congress.

The seventies, eighties, and nineties saw lively and sometimes bitter debate arising in Black America over whose idea of African-American culture would prevail in the public imagination. The Black feminist writers who emerged in the seventies—Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, Ntozake Shange, and Michelle Wallace—may be said to have kicked off the aspect of post-Soul that critiqued Black cultural nationalism, and particularly the patriarchal strain of the same. Camps and divisions within Black culture became more pronounced and hysterical as time went on: old-guard Afrocentrists versus freakydeke bohemians and newly minted Ivy League buppies, all of the above thrown in relief by those gauche ghettocentrics who would come to be known as the hip-hop nation.

The omnipresence and omnipotence of hip-hop, artistically, economically, and socially, have forced all within Black America and beyond to find a rapprochement with at least some aspect of its essence. Within hip-hop, however, as in American entrepreneurship generally, competing ideologies exist to be exploited rather than expunged and expelled—if only because hip-hop culture and the hip-hop marketplace, like a quantum paradox, provide space to all Black ideologies, from the most antiwhite to the most procapitalist, without ever having to account for the contradiction. The aura and global appeal of hip-hop lie in both its perceived Blackness (hip, stylish, youthful, alienated, rebellious, sensual) and its perceived fast access to global markets through digital technology. The way hip-hop collapsed art, commerce, and interactive technology into one mutant animal from its inception seems to have almost predicted the forms culture would have to take to prosper in the digital age.

By now the basic history of hip-hop will read as holy writ or apocryphal horror story, depending on where you’re standing. From the predominantly African-American and Puerto Rican South Bronx (and Jamaican DJ Kool Herc’s sound system), it came in the mid/late 1970s, a cultural revolution whose first shots were hardly intended to raze Babylon. Reflecting the age-old desire of underprivileged teenagers everywhere to invent their own entertainment, hip-hop expressed the zeitgeist of your average South Bronx youth of the day in music, dance, fashion, and visual art. That the music was made by turntables, the dance made by whirling the top of the head on the floor like a helicopter, and the visuals murals painted sometimes overnight on ten New York subway cars from “top to bottom,” are what caught the rest of the planet’s attention.

Twenty-five years on, this thing we call hip-hop is not only a billion-dollar subset of the music industry but one whose taste-making influence makes billions more for every other lifestyle-and-entertainment business under the sun: from soft drinks, liquor, leisure wear, haute couture, automobiles, to sports events, electronics, shoes, cigars, jewelry, homes. With this affluence and newly minted mass cultural clout have come debates that have divided the U.S. Senate, incited police organizations and political opportunists of every ideological stripe, cleaved generations, genders, and classes among every ethnicity in America.

One of the more peculiar outgrowths of hip-hop’s popularity has been the birth of the “wigga”—the so-called white nigga who apes Blackness by “acting hip-hop” in dress, speech, body language, and, in some cases, even gang affiliation. Some in the African-American community see the appearance of the wigga mutant as a comical form of flattery, others as an up-to-date form of minstrelsy.

Minstrelsy, or “Blacking up”—the application of burnt cork grease to a white or Black performer’s face—became a staple of American entertainment in the nineteenth century, when our homegrown vaudeville circuit turned this crude and mocking form of maskery into a means of making a living wage. Though the cork-grease appliqué has faded away, the sight of white performers attempting to replicate Black features still generates among African-American spectators a host of responses—from joy to horror to sarcasm to indifference. There seem, for example, to be as many African Americans of the hip-hop persuasion who embrace Eminem as reject him. For some a white rapper will always be an oxymoron; others, like retired basketball star Charles Barkley, find great humor in the irony of living in a time when the best rapper (his words, not mine) is white and the best golfer is Black.

What has changed since the days of Elvis is the degree to which Black American hip-hop producers function as arbiters of who is and who is not a legitimate white purveyor of hip-hop. In part, this is because hip-hop remains as much defined by the representation of Black machismo as by Black aesthetics. The impact of African-American music and musical culture on white British and American notions of masculinity and style plays no small role in accounting for the largely white male and Japanese fandoms of jazz, blues, rock and roll, soul, funk, reggae, and now hip-hop. Once the music of marginalized minorities, they have become the theme musics of a young, white, middle-class male majority—due largely to that demographic’s investment in the tragic-magical displays of virility exhibited by America’s ultimate outsider, the Black male. This attraction became inevitable once popular notions of American manhood began to be defined less by the heroic individualism of a John Wayne and more by the ineffable hipness, coolness, antiheroic, antiauthoritarian stances of bona fide–genius Black musicians like Coleman Hawkins, Lester Young, Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, Charles Mingus, and Thelonious Monk—African-American rebel icons whose existential glare at white-bread America now seems to be what Marlon Brando, Paul Newman, Montgomery Clift, James Dean, Frank Sinatra, and Steve McQueen were trying to project in their influential film portrayals of American male discontent.

 

There is equally a case to be made for the deep impact of African sculpture and dance and jazz on what we call European modernism in art. For some, merely bearing witness to these forms of Black expressivity, or even learning to replicate them, would not adequately satisfy their desire to become intimate with Africa. The desire to vicariously rebel against European culture from within an imaginary Black body took on a philosophical dimension in this century as the conceit inspired the cosmopolitan inventors of Cubism and Dadaism to defy European conventions in the name of going native. To no small degree the African-American emphasis on improvisation, performance, and cast-off materials could be said to have influenced much of what has occurred in American poetry and fine arts since the Second World War. More on these subjects than I’m allowing for here is touched on in the Burden by Carl Hancock-Rux and Arthur Jafa in their scintillating deconstructions of modernism’s hidden Black faces. (Interestingly, both writers, our opening and closing acts, as it were, also intimate that divestment in the performance of “Blackness” is where true Black liberation must begin.)

 

Though the much-maligned “wigga” figure mimics the surface forms of African-American culture (i.e., the songs, the speech, the dress codes, and the bad attitude of hip-hop), his more sophisticated brethren have spent most of the last century trying to translate their Black/white baggage into remedies for Western culture’s spiritual malaise. In popular music since the sixties, complicated characters like Bob Dylan, Frank Zappa, Joni Mitchell, Steely Dan, Johnny Rotten, (and now Eminem) complicated the question of how race mythology can be creatively exploited. They have also made us understand how influence and appropriation can cut both ways across the racial divide. These are white artists who found ways to express the complexity of American whiteness inside Black musical forms. In turn, these artists came to appeal to many among the post-Soul-generation African Americans who have no problem, as their forebears Lester Young, Miles Davis, and Charlie Parker didn’t, in claiming a white artistic ancestor. It is for this reason that Vernon Reid and I decided a dissection of Steely Dan’s nappy roots was required for the Burden.

African-American admirers of white artists have historically transcended the picayune boundaries that define the world’s race-obsessed ideas about skin and cultural identity, drawing freely from the world’s storehouse of artists for models. Ellington loved Debussy and Stravinsky, Jimi Hendrix had a special thing for Bach, Bob Dylan, and Handel. Jean-Michel Basquiat held special fondness for Dubuffet, Twombly, Rauschenberg, Warhol, and Gray’s Anatomy. Charlie Parker embraced country-and-western music, much to some of his idolaters’ chagrin. Ralph Ellison credited T. S. Eliot with inspiring him to study the craft of writing as assiduously as he already had that of European concert music. Toni Morrison speaks of García Márquez, Fuentes, and Cortázar as if they were blood relations, and so on. There should be no revelation in this, but the sad truth about the dehumanization of Black people is that it can strap blinders on us all regarding the complexity of human desire within the divided racial camps. When reading Beth Coleman’s marvelous exposé of pimp culture as a demoralized attempt to re-create the master-slave dynamic, we are reminded of how distorted one’s self-image can become in a morally deformed culture.

During the high period of Black cultural nationalism, when Amiri Baraka was out to purge himself of all his past associations with white people and white art movements, a certain anxiety over influence, plus anti-intellectualism and countersupremacy, surged up in ways that made white influences nearly taboo. Those days are long behind us, but one effect of that movement has been the emergence of a separate-but-equal America where even middle-class Black people make literature, music, film, television, and theater for other Blacks’ consumption and rarely socialize outside of a work context with their white counterparts. The increased opportunities for Black ownership and profiting from Black entertainment have largely made moot the once vociferous arguments against white profiting from Black culture. The doors to Black entrepreneurship within corporate America have been swung wide open.

To the degree that the sixties movements changed anything about race in America, they began to sweep away the denial of economic opportunity that had kept African-American entrepreneurs off the playing fields where the big bucks were being made from Black talent. The advent in hip-hop of multimillionaire Black moguls like Russell Simmons, Andre Harrell, and Sean “P. Diddy” Combs has largely made the question of white co-optation of Black culture more a joke among younger African Americans than a gibe. They’ve seen hip-hop topple “white rock” as the most influential and lucrative form of pop music among middle-class youth in America. They’ve watched with amusement and admiration as Black star-grooming firms concoct the hip-hop Soul-flavored songs and dance moves of ’N Sync and the Backstreet Boys. Savored the victory in every other nu-metal band on MTV throwing up a rapping singer and a lead guitarist who’s ceded his once-exalted sex-symbol position to the band’s resident “turntableist.”

If hip-hop had done nothing but put more money in the hands of Black artists and business managers than ever before, it would mark a milestone in American cultural history. What that wealth has not been able to transform, however, is the social reality of substandard housing, medical care, and education that afflicts over half of all African-American children and accounts for as many as one out of three (and in my hometown of Washington, D.C., our nation’s capital, one out of two) African-American males being under the control of the criminal justice system. (Projections by African-American genocide theorist Jawanza Kunjufu indicate that the numbers may swell to two out of three by the year 2020.) Nor have the gains made in the corporate suite fully dismantled the prevalent, delimiting mythologies about Black intelligence, morality, and hierarchical place in America.

The instruction given to all the Burden’s writers was to tackle the all-American fascination with Blackness in the realms of music, literature, sports, fashion and beauty, comedy, political activism, modern art, science-fiction cinema, hero worship, machismo. Some approached the assignment through an iconic figure whose life and work seemed to embody the history of shame, blame, idolatry, denial, stalwart bravery, tomfoolishness, and misapprehension that marks the subject. It is a history that mocks us all as we attempt to reduce the world’s possibilities to its racial inequities.

Warning: A specific emphasis has been placed on key figures and movements whose lives and work have inadvertently made race in America a subject as demanding of complex reasoning and ethical inquiry as genetically modified organisms. In “The New White Negro,” Carl Hancock Rux takes on the Eminem phenomenon, hitting it right between the eyes and finding a self-made cipher wrapped in a hard nigga dreamcoat. In Melvin Gibbs’s “ThugGods: Spiritual Darkness and Hip-Hop,” the long history of criminalizing and mythifying Black culture is detailed from ancient India to the Wu-Tang Clan, finally resting on a powerful reading of white American Taliban follower John Walker Lindh. Gibbs sympathetically reflects on Lindh’s search for a way out of America’s spiritual darkness through the dark spirituality of hip-hop and fundamentalist Islam.

Robin Kelley presents the bizarre world of white activists who seek to overcome the race problem by browbeating African-American militants about their fixation on race, and Black radicals who struggle to get white-run lefty organizations to understand that the race problem deserves more than a footnote in the war on capitalism. In my dialogue with Vernon Reid, we present the ways Steely Dan ran away with Black cool and disguised it in their own critique of the American dream. In Beth Coleman’s “Pimp Notes on Autonomy,” we are made to see the pimp figure as an appropriator of the master-slave dynamic that has programmed the psyches of Black and white American men for centuries. Novelist Jonathan Lethem provides a clue as to how a guilty liberal who’s been mugged can find his muse riled to action by the event rather than by his kneejerk conservatism.

With Michael C. Ladd’s poem “The New Mythology Began Without Me,” we get the buying and selling of the Black American dream rendered as a cultural nightmare. The two scenes from Eisa Davis’s play Umkovu use dark wit to make light of a white businessman and a Japanese deejay who live to reduce Black culture to its most marketable clichés. From Hilton Als comes a study of the career of Richard Pryor, who more than any other American performer of the past century exemplified the promise and the compromises expected of angry Black performers who long for white love and mainstream success. Further expanding our vista of Black America’s impact on the world, we offer Manthia Diawara’s account of how James Brown fomented a social and stylistic rebellion among young people in sixties and seventies Mali. Meri Danquah details how hair-straightening and skin-bleaching, à la Michael Jackson, has run amok in Ghana.

In Latasha Natasha Diggs’s “The Black Asianphile in Me,” we are given a near-parodic view of the fetishism that fetishism begat: Her exotification of Asian penises and fighting techniques offers an inverted Afrocentric image of white appropriation at its worst. In Tony Green’s personal writing on larger-than-life subjects Muhammad Ali, Norman Mailer, and George Foreman, one is allowed to see how ineptly the Black Superman model favored by Black mythifiers like Mailer fit on an average Joe like Green’s younger athletic self. Professional fashion and beauty stylist Michaela Angela Davis delves even deeper under the skin to point up how the country’s obsession with Hollywood and Condé Nast’s prescriptions of beauty has wounded young Black women unaware that their style innovations feed the beauty industry that denies them affirmation. Cassandra Lane’s “Skinned” opens up more than skin-deep woundedness, depicting the whyfores of her anxieties about imaginary white women showing up as sexual threats in her marriage bed.

The essays of Danzy Senna, Renée Green, and Arthur Jafa form an Afro-futurist troika: Senna looks back on ghettocentricity from 2037 in her parody of Harvard-trained literary anthropology, Green delves into space, race, and injustice as they have been conjoined in Hollywood potboilers and the work of Octavia Butler, while Jafa provides a reading of Stanley Kubrick’s 2001 that would startle even Sun Ra. Jafa also takes on Picasso, Duchamp, Pollock, and Kubrick, whose visual critiques of whiteness through Africanist myths he sees as having led them to formal breakthroughs and conceptual cul-de-sacs.

Taken in total, these essays present the myriad ways African Americans grapple with feelings of political inferiority, creative superiority, and ironic distance in a market-driven world where we continue to find ourselves being sold as hunted outsiders and privileged insiders in the same breath. In a world where we’re seen as both the most loathed and the most alluring of creatures, we remain the most co-optable and erasable of cultures too. It is the singular, historic power of this chilling, maddening, schizophrenia-inducing paradox that it has always called some of the country’s more exceptional, daring, and fecund literary minds to order—Twain, Douglass, Melville, Crane, Faulkner, Du Bois, Robeson, Hughes, Hurston, Baldwin, Morrison, West all come to mind. It is the deepest wish of this editor that the Burden honors and serves this quintessentially American theme as well as its predecessors have—complicating and elevating our “Cipher” in the process.


 
1. Eminem: The New White Negro



BY CARL HANCOCK RUX

“From the Negro we take only the magical-liturgical

bits, and only the antithesis makes them

interesting to us.”

—HUGO BALL



“There is a zone of non-being,

An extraordinary sterile and arid region,

An utterly naked declivity 

Where an authentic upheaval can be born.

In most cases the Black man lacks the advantage

Of being able to accomplish this descent

Into a real hell.”

—FRANTZ FANON, FROM “BLACK SKIN, WHITE MASKS”

1. REVENGE OF PENTHEUS

Pentheus, the protagonist of Euripides’ The Bacchae, was a young moralist and anarchical warrior who sought to abolish the worship of Dionysus (god of tradition, or perhaps better said, god of the re-cyclical, who causes the loss of individual identity in the uncontrollable, chaotic eruption of ritualistic possession). When Pentheus sets out to infiltrate the world of the Bacchae and explore the mysteries of savage lore, his intention is to save the possessed women of Thebes (from themselves), who engage in hedonistic practices somewhere high in the mountains. Dionysus derails the young warrior’s lofty mission by titillating his sexual curiosity (inviting him to take a quick glimpse of the drunken women as they revel in their lesbian orgy). In order to witness firsthand the necromancy of the inhumane, Pentheus must disguise himself as one of the inhumane. Ultimately the young moralist’s disguise mirrors the appearance of Dionysus, the very god he seeks to subjugate. The transformed soldier, now possessed by the spirit of his nemesis, is set on the highest branch of a fir tree, elevated above all and visible to none—or so he is led to believe. Pentheus’ disguise is as transparent as his voyeuristic fetish, and it is because of this very visible elevated space he inhabits that he is brutally dismembered by the gang of possessed women on the mountain (led by his own mother), who see him for what he is.

Historically, academics have neatly interpreted the characters of The Bacchae as belonging to themes of good versus evil, rational versus reason, nobility versus paganism. In the casual study of classical realism, Pentheus is noble in his efforts to eradicate paganism, and Dionysus is an all-powerful demonic and immoral force. But in a more careful study (or at least, an alternate one), we may learn that Dionysus is a traditional Olympian god, neither good nor bad. His powers are amoral; they are powers informed only by the powers that control human existence. Real life—death, sex, grief, joy, etc.—in its entire splendor. Dionysus and his worshipers cannot be controlled or converted. Their humanity has been perceived as inhumane, and in defense of their right to preserve an identity and a culture for themselves, an extreme cruelty befitting of inhumanity is enacted. The mother’s murder of her son is a necessary evil; we accept the death of Pentheus as the inevitable defeat of his judgmental and moral idealism, but because this act of brutality is performed by the mother of its victim, we also question the value of human existence above the existence of humanity (couldn’t she have just given him a slap on the hand and a good talking-to and said, “Baby, some people live differently than others, but ain’t nobody better than the rest . . .”?). Perhaps the moral of the story is: The identity of the individual is most often sacrificed for the identity of the collective, so we must now all live and speak in broad familiar terms and forsake our sons and daughters for the ultimate good of humanity as we see it. The evolution of human existence is propelled by a constant narcissism; a struggle to negotiate one’s perception of self and one’s perception of the other, and some of the most (historically) flawed (though pervasive) acts of negotiating a collective identity are politicized oppression and cultural mimicry of the other—both of which seek agreement. Inevitably, collective agreement regarding identity produces a common design for humanity, or a morality relative to the perceptions of a particular group. Hierarchical notions of humanity are formed, and, eventually, once the tracks are laid, people will have to pitch their tents on either side. Conflict. War. Somebody (or bodies) in opposition to the populace will have to be dismembered so that new orders of identity can be formed.

 

Fast-forward a few thousand years to a more contemporary but parallel heroic-antiheroic protagonist—Eminem, the platinum-domed, Caesar-haircut, pop-prince bad-boy superstar of late-twentieth/early-twenty-first-century postmodern hip-hop culture. Like Pentheus, Eminem may also be seen as a rebellious and beardless icon with disdain for the majority, and like Pentheus, he dresses himself in the garments of the outcasts, has learned their language, their songs and rituals. But unlike Pentheus, Eminem is no moralist martyr with a secret desire to objectify. The real Slim Shady does not make the mistake of re-creating the Theban soldier’s vain attempt to destroy the god of mass appeal. He accepts the unholy ghost as his personal savior, and with a slight flip of the Greek tragedy script (with hip-hop flare), introduces to us his first sacrifice—his own mother, whom he publicly debases and strips of all garments of integrity, drags nude into the spotlight, and ritualistically murders hit single after hit single. Though savagery is expected to call for misogyny of magnanimous proportions, Eminem’s humiliation of the maternal figure is not just limited to his own mother, but extends itself to she who is also the mother of his own child (or in ghetto fabulous vernacular, his baby mama). In one of his first award-winning acts of hit-single hedonism, the real Slim Shady murders his baby mama right in front of his baby (for our entertainment pleasure)—and later, in his sophomore phase, morphs into a fan of himself who is inspired to do the same. A continuum, thereby raising the inhumane status of outcast culture to new bacchanalian heights.

The postmodern pop-culture icon of the outlaw is complete and to be carried into the new millennium; Eminem does not seek to know pagan lore—he was born into it, has always spoken the language of it, has always danced to the music of it, has always dressed himself in the latest pagan wear, has never used this language, this music, or this apparel to disguise his true identity or to disguise his race, and he has never tried to dissociate himself from the source of his performance, the black male outlaw or outcast of hip-hop fame. Rappers Big Boi and Dre may go by the moniker Outkast, but Eminem proves that a real outcast has got to do more than make Miss Jackson’s daughter cry—you got to fuck the bitch, kill the bitch, dump the bitch’s dead body in the river, and not apologize for any of it.

Eminem’s politically incorrect vaudeville routine (an oxymoron) is not to be attempted by everyone. Even his protégés, D-12, failed miserably as horror rappers on their debut album Devil’s Night (if poor record sales and bad reviews are any indication). With boasts of slapping around handicapped women, gorging pills, and sodomizing their grandmothers, the effect is less tongue-in-cheek than tongue-in-toilet. And, when old-school mack daddy of hip-hop cool, Slick Rick, made a cameo appearance on the recently released Morcheeba album, Charango, derivatively flowing à la Eminem style (“Women Lose Weight”) about murdering his overweight wife in order to hook up with his sexy blond secretary, MTV did not come-a-calling. The result is derivative at best. Incidentally, not long after the Morcheeba album release, Slick Rick found himself arrested by the INS and awaiting deportation from this country (because somebody just found out that he has been an illegal resident for over thirty years). Not to suggest that his penal consequences are the direct result of imitating Eminem, but so far, only Eminem gets away with being Eminem, perhaps because he uses his visors and disguises to disguise his split personality as undisguised—raising the questions, who is the real outcast, who is the real Slim Shady, what has he inherited from culture to achieve his bad-boy, outcast minstrel, rebel superstar status, and exactly what identity crisis is being performed?

2. FANON HAD A (SEMANTIC) DREAM

Frantz Fanon tells us that the oppressed must identify an oppressive archetype in order to overcome historical oppression. But before the oppressed can achieve acts of true upheaval, they must first realize that they have yet to achieve “non-being” status. The oppressed may have attempted prior acts of resistance, but have never actually “descended into a real hell” that will scorch into the very nature of seeing an effective upheaval that brings the non-being into being. For now, the oppressed continue to live in the dream of identity, the dream that (in reality) the oppressed are, in fact, Negro, Colored, Black, Minority, Afro or African American, Hispanic, Oriental, Dykes, Queers, Bitches, Hos, Niggaz. All accepted as real identities. The acceptance of these identities further compels a performance of these identities, whether compliant or rebellious.

The oppressed identity performance relies upon a collective agreement informed by a historical narrative that either supports the validity of, or opposes the construct of, these identities. Before a revisionist identity can be forged, there was an inheritance and an acceptance of a construct—thus, even when the oppressed think they are revising their identities, updating the language of their identities, or endeavoring to better the circumstances of their identities, they are not—not completely and not actually—because no language in the American polyglot has ever been subscribed to by the collective that points to the very nature of human identity beyond elementary categorizations, and no accurate language regarding race-identity exists in our collective agreement. We are comfortable with vague concepts of identity, and the ghettos and empires these concepts create.

What the oppressed figure in America has been working with as an identity is actually an archetypal construct born out of a dream (as in aspirations and imaginings) belonging to an oppressive figure who is not only the architect of the dream that oppresses us, but is also the Dionysian-like landlord of our realities—both good and bad—neither real nor unreal, and completely exempt from being vanquished from our realities. We inhabit an oppressive dream, and until that descent into Fanon’s “real hell,” the oppressed will continue to pay a high price to rent substandard space in the dream that we call race in America.

3. EMINEM, THE OTHER WHITE MEAT

“. . . If all the Niggers

Started calling eachother Nigger,

Not only among themselves . . . but among Ofays . . . 

Nigger wouldn’t mean anymore than ‘Good night,’

‘God bless you,’ or ‘I promise to tell the whole truth

And nothing but the whole truth so help me God’ . . . 

When that beautiful day comes,

You’ll never see another Nigger kid

Come home from school crying

Because some Ofay motherfucker called him Nigger.”

—LENNY BRUCE



Eminem, a.k.a. Marshall Mathers, was born in St. Joseph, Missouri (near Kansas City), spending the better part of his impoverished childhood in Detroit, Michigan—which, by the way, is about 90 percent ethnic minority and has one of the highest concentrations of African Americans in the nation, at 83 percent, while non-Latino whites comprise only 12 percent of the city’s population. Detroit’s recent dip below one million is largely attributed to continuing white flight, and 10 percent of the state’s population has lived in poverty for more than twenty years (a family of three with an income of a little more than $9,300 earns too much to qualify for welfare in Michigan—but is about $4,000 below the federal poverty guideline), according to the American Community Survey released by the U.S. Census Bureau. Translation: Eminem may have been born white but he was socialized as black, in the proverbial hood—and the music of the proverbial hood in America for the last twenty-five years has been hip-hop music. The same inner-city struggles and impoverished circumstances that brought us blues, jazz, rhythm and blues, doo-wop and soul, brought us hip-hop music—it began as a form of identity-boosting vocal scatting over pulsating beats and progressed to become a means of expressing the social realities of African-American urbanity. By the time it became a major moneymaker in the music industry, the genre of hip-hop transformed into a bodacious representation of gangsta life and gangsta obsessions replete with murder, money, sex, alcohol and drug consumption—and, when this got tired, narrowed itself down and preoccupied itself with the glam of capital gain.

The legend of Eminem, a.k.a. Slim Shady, a.k.a. Marshall Mathers (and his psychotic nasal slapstick trips of alienation) begins with his Detroit exposure to rap, performing it at the age of fourteen and later earning notoriety as a member of the Motor City duo Soul Intent. The legend is that he dropped out of high school, worked minimum-wage jobs, practiced beat boxing and freestyling his lyrics on home recordings, and worshiped rap groups like NWA—he admits he “wanted to be Dr. Dre and Ice Cube,” wore big sunglasses while “lip-syncking to their records in the mirror.” He also honed his style in the company of five black Detroit MC’s (D12). Together, the racially integrated posse decided that each of them would invent an alter ego, thus the six MC’s were to be thought of as twelve MC’s—dubbing themselves, the Dirty Dozen. When Eminem emerged as a solo artist in 1996 with the independent release Infinite, he was accused of trying to sound “too much like Nas,” so he perfected a nasal white-boy, horror-rap cadence, following Infinite with The Slim Shady LP, which led the hip-hop underground to dub him hip-hop’s “great white hope.”

The legend of his discovery varies. Allegedly, Dr. Dre discovered Eminem’s demo tape on the floor of Interscope label chief Jimmy Iovine’s garage. Another story goes that Dre first heard Eminem on the radio and said, “Find that kid whoever he is! I’m gonna make him a star!” or something like that. Either way, not until Eminem took second place (who won first?) in the freestyle category at 1997’s Rap Olympics MC Battle in Los Angeles did Dre agree to sign him, producing the bestselling triple-platinum Slim Shady LP in early 1999. With controversial yet undeniable talent (the right mix for stardom of any kind), Eminem became the white-boy cartoon god of surreal white-trash humor and graphic violence, a stratum of Roseanne Barr–meets–Quentin Tarrentino–meets–Mickey Mouse Club–cum Snoop Dogg and beatnik Dobie Gillis. The Marshall Mathers LP followed and sold close to two million copies in its first week of release, making it one of the fastest-selling rap albums of all time, and his latest album, The Eminem Show, was the first album since ’N Sync’s Celebrity and the September 11 terrorist attacks to sell over one million copies in its debut week. To top it all off, Eminem’s roman à clef feature film debut, 8 Mile, is described as a story about “the boundaries that define our lives and a young man’s struggle to find the strength and courage to transcend them.” In his great struggle to transcend boundaries, the surrealist rap icon has also managed two weapons charges, an assault charge, a lawsuit from his mother for humiliating her in his lyrics, and his baby mama’s attempted suicide—all to keep it real, as they say.

But Eminem does not offer us the real, he offers the surreal—several alter egos further immersing our bacchanalian notions of race-inclusive hip-hop lore. We all want to be Bacchus or Dionysus. Especially black people, especially Niggaz, who have invented the alter ego of a New Savage God—a gun-toting nationalist radical with supreme sexual prowess and unsurpassable talent to counter Bill Cosby’s 1980s middle-class Negrodum. We, who are members of the so-called ethnic minority and belong to a hip-hop generation, have inherited an imposition and elaborated on it until it has become an opportunity, borrowing our new black character from a relevant history of slavery, reconstruction, ghetto realism, black civil rights, arts and radical movements, and mythic Blaxploitation heroes like Shaft and Foxy Brown. But lest we get high-minded about it all, the badass thug and gangsta bitch are not purely the inventions of inner-city urban imagination. They are also products of Hollywood’s imaginary American heroes: second-generation immigrants turned Depression-era gangster moguls, as portrayed by Edward G. Robinson, James Cagney, Humphrey Bogart; John Wayne’s cocky cowboy; Sean Connery’s hyper-heterosexual sci-fi upper-class guy, “James Bond.”

Hip-hop inventors have grown up with these archetypes on their television screens, and incorporated them into a contemporary gothic myth set in the housing projects they know America to be. In order for this merger of white and black icons to evolve, there had to be in place a basic understanding of race among a contemporary generation. The new power brokers of culture had to inherit an inherited concept of race and form vaguely similar ways of seeing the construct of race. If it appears that the history of race in America means less to the new generation of pop-music icons and their fans—socially, politically, and psychologically—than the performance of class and outlaw status, it is because a race-inclusive product for the American cultural marketplace demands short-term memory.

What has emerged from an old system of cultural supremacy and inferiority is a new superpower contingent upon our informed (and uninformed) race perception. The final incarnations of the black male figure in a century that began with sharecroppers and first-generation free peoples trying to avoid the hanging tree are their gun-toting, dick-slinging capitalist descendants. The black male outlaw identity is a commodifiable character open to all who would like to perform it. In order for the oppressed figure’s dream of attaining ostentatious wealth and fame while defying conventional structures of morality to come into fruition, the dream had to be race-inclusive, race-accessible, and dangerous enough to pose an idealistic threat to a conservative society—translation: like jazz, white people had to like it, buy it, invest in it, and benefit from it, and above all, identify with it too. And the seduction had to appeal to a fascination with and fear of a complex figure they’d been taught to disdain. Not unlike Pentheus’s objectifying curiosity, white culture watched the evolution of the hip-hop character from afar before the hip-hop character knew they were watching at all. Thus, hip-hop culture has evolved into another classic ready-to-wear American original, like rock ’n’ roll—except this time, the black hip-hop artist participates in the profit and control of the industry (to some extent) more so than ever before. But it is still an outsider culture, perpetuating its own outsider mythology, and if there are non-black, economically privileged teenagers who wear their oversized jeans pulled down around their knees and sleep beneath posters of self-proclaimed rapists, gang members, and murderers with record deals, it is because every generation of youth culture since Socrates has identified with outsider/outcast/radicalism, and typically pursued some kind of participation in it. Because radicalism, whether political or not, is a multicultural and universal sentiment.

Some may contend that white artists who pioneer their way into so-called black music forms take the privilege of being allowed to do so seriously and pursue lofty goals of destroying race barriers, thereby bridging gaps of new race perception in America. But others may contend that race inclusivity (sic) diminishes the organic intention of race music (sic) until it simplifies into yet another popular entertainment form in the marketplace, where its inventor will compete for a right to exist (i.e., if Eric Clapton, Bonnie Raitt, or Lyle Lovett stopped playing the blues, what would it mean to B.B. King or Keb’ Mo’s pop chart eligibility?).

Race performance in America—however guilty we all are of it (and we all are guilty of it)—has suffered an uneven exchange. There are allowances made for some to a greater degree than others. From jazz to rock ’n’ roll, white representation in black music forms is completely acceptable and rarely questioned (even if contemporary black representation in rock, alternative rock, or any kind of rock warrants front page New York Times explanations), but some have questioned whether or not white representation in black music ultimately diminishes the sentiment of black music, or distracts a critical audience from narrowly perceiving black music innovations as black music. Whom does music or race belong to? Whether or not race is to stake its claim in music, race performance prevails as much now as it did in the good ol’ Al Jolson days. One can easily see a careful study in the color-line cross-over iconography of artists like Vanilla Ice, the first popular hip-hop “wigger” to top the charts, who cooked his character with the main ingredients of authentic angry black male aggression, by promising dope hits and throats slit (from “Livin”), further validating himself with essential sociopolitical blues lamentations of existential thug life, screaming his hatred at society (from A.D.D.), and offering us some insight to the familial dysfunction of ghetto life that produced his incredulity, blaming an abusive father and excusing his mother from all responsibility for his compulsive and unexplainable brain-blasting (from Scars)

But Vanilla Ice’s middle-class white-childhood reality emerged and ruined the authenticity of his performance—though his hip-hop icon still left an indelible mark on hip-hop culture. As with all great rock stars or rock-star hopefuls, it is the image of these icons and their proclamations of themselves that reach beyond them, creating a mass of followers who are inspired by their belief in the performance, not the person. In this way, those few artists fortunate enough to achieve superstar status become ancient, distant archetypes that appeal to our psychic dispositions, like Jesus or Gatsby—the icon we believe in helps us validate what we believe about ourselves and the world as we see it, whether it’s real or not.

4. THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE NIGGA

“It’s not right to start penalizing good people . . . 

We need a humane monitoring system to

search out the good and bad.”

—SLICK RICK, WHILE AWAITING DEPORTATION IN A FLORIDA DETENTION FACILITY



Both Eminem and Vanilla Ice take their cues from a savage model, and it is this savage model that has informed everyone from the Surrealists to the Bohemians. If there is an eternal plan, it is a primitive one with no bearing on virtue. Their performances are rooted in a supposed realism. Realism places God in heaven, makes distinct social classes where moral law distinguishes between good and evil—an orderly world with gradual changes: wars, revolutions, inventions, etc. One can belong to the outcasts of this world and still be a realist. It’s all in the style of your performance. Style becomes the only authentic instrument of classic realism, and an important elemental style of hip-hop realism involves daily mortal danger. However, within one’s own existence, one is influenced not only by the current circumstances of life but by the style of life where we are experiencing it. Style both replicates reality and takes us away from our reality. Style also heightens and produces a counterbalance to the realism of life (i.e., your hip-hop icon du jour may live with a sense of daily mortal danger—like you do—but unlike you, he drives a Mercedes jeep, wears diamonds and furs, and maintains a harem of scantily clad women with bodies endowed according to his fickle fetish fantasies).

Those of us who choose to deny that we now live in a society psychically impacted by hip-hop realism may still embrace the changing styles of hip-hop realism because it removes us from our actual reality (as all good forms of entertainment should). If the edict of early hip-hop lore shifted its weight from the innocence of Sugarhill Gang’s party babble to Public Enemy’s urban radicalism and political consciousness, it seemed to be a call to arms—an insistence that the oppressed figure recognize something about his status-elevation potential. If hip-hop again shifted its weight from Suge Knight’s heyday of East Coast/West Coast rivalry and gangbanging to Puffy’s epoch of Versace gear, Cristal champagne, and Harry Winston diamond–encrusted platinum jewelry, it read as an attempt to break from the tradition that celebrated the kind of violence that produced the sudden and actual deaths of Biggie Smalls and Tupac Shakur—an attempt to make a gradual transference from ghetto realism toward escaping conventions of death. An oppressed capitalist’s bargaining with life.

The antisymbolic nature of the savage archetype from which Eminem creates his character is different from Vanilla Ice’s invention. Vanilla’s performance was classic in nature—a form of modern realism where human truth was more important than the poetry of words. Eminem’s eminence rarely attempts to address serious social or political ills, nor is it obsessed with hypercapitalism. Eminem does not attempt to perform the authentic Nigga as much as he performs a New White Nigga. He maintains his whiteness with quirky vocal Jerry Lewis–like phrasing and a bright Greek-god bleached-blond buzz cut; and the classic hip-hop realism he was initially influenced by when he first studied the style of Naughty by Nature and Nas has been replaced by his own brand of contemporary Surrealism that abstracts and exaggerates hip-hop lore more so than any of his authentic heroes or contemporaries dare try.

Eminem’s lyrics speak to the wayward descendants of Fanon’s Negroes: Niggaz. Niggaz hear him and Niggaz understand him; still, he comes as a representative of what Niggaz have produced in their dreams—someone who is not them but worships them and belongs to them and, by virtue of socialization, is one of them. He confounds Niggaz and white people alike in the multicultural schoolyard with his mastering of Nigga language and assumption of Nigga style. His presentation is not overtly authentic, but infused with authenticity because he has lived in Nigga neighborhoods and listened to Nigga music and learned Nigga culture—and the integrity of his performance does not overtly attempt mimicry, like those culture bandits who came before him, after him, or share pop-chart status with him. He frowns at white people like Moby, Christina Aguilera, Fred Durst, and Everlast, who poorly adapt yet successfully co-opt the aesthetics, ideologies, and style of Niggaz. He comes already revered by a relevant society of new and old royalty—Dr. Dre who discovered him, Busta Rymes who once dubbed him “the baddest rapper out here,” Madonna and Elton John who have knighted him their heir apparent. But before we give him the NAACP Image Award, it should remain clear that Eminem’s race performance is not (solely) intended to impress the oppressed. He’s already done that and moved on.

Eminem takes the mythology of the oppressed—identifying himself as impervious, armed and dangerous, sexually superior, economically privileged, radical—and turns this dream on its head. Makes it a macabre comedy of internal warfare. We must laugh at our anger and still be angry, he says. We must be offensive and still be funny, he says. Our enemy is not race . . . our enemy is everybody and anybody who is not “us,” and “us” is defined as outsiders who have grown up disenfranchised with strange, irreverent dreams—the problem with “us” Niggaz is we don’t take our irreverence far enough, lyrically speaking. We talk about killing each other and celebrate our daily drug and alcohol consumption, but we still get up at the MTV awards and thank and praise my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ for small favors like best rap video. We aspire to make millions of dollars any way we can, to get rich quick and stay rich forever, but as soon as we sign our souls to a record contract, we take our advance to the nearest check-cashing place, lay away sneakers with diamond soles, slam a deposit down on any house Cher once owned, (equipped with gold-leaf toilet paper) and wait for MTV Cribs to drop by. (At least Eve promises to buy herself a Warhol every year for her birthday.)

Niggaz may talk bad about bitches and they baby’s mama—Eminem brutally murders his. Niggaz may have issues regarding absent fathers or dysfunctional mothers—Eminem comically exposes their dysfunctions, and hangs his mother’s pussy high up on a wall for all the world to see. Niggaz may be misogynist, may boast of sexual superiority and sexual indiscretions with a multitude of women, may commonly relegate women to just another piece of ass prime for the taking status—but Eminem drugs the bitch, fucks the bitch, moves on to the next bitch. This horror-rapping member of the oppressed nation has won. He has proven to the oppressed that he is not one of us, but he is down for us—and he has proven to the oppressor that he is not one of them, but he is the product of their extreme idea of “us”—and, by virtue of neutralizing the nebulous medium, Eminem becomes us with supernatural powers beyond us. Ultimately, he replaces us, paying homage to an old abstract idea.

5. THE NEW SURREALIST MANIFESTO

The early-twentieth-century European movement of white male artists who attempted to perform a poetic, political, revolt by way of anti-cortical [sic] understanding, insisted that there was to be no distinction made between what they considered to be abstract and what they considered to be real. In “Surrealist and Existentialist Humanism,” Ferdinand Alquie wrote, “To claim that reason is man’s essence is already to cut man in two, and the classical tradition has never failed to do so. It has drawn a distinction between what is rational in man (which by that sole fact is considered truly human); and what is not rational (instincts and feelings) which consequently appears unworthy of man.” Freud also spoke of the mortal danger incurred for man by this split, this schism between the forces of reason and deep-seated passions—which seem destined to remain unaware of each other. Surrealism wanted to save impulses and desires from repression.

Like Eminem, the Surrealists borrowed the sinister dreams of the oppressed—aspirations for economic success outside of traditional structures; achieved narcissism born to overwhelm self-loathing and inherent existentialism; illusions of grandeur used to counter inescapable depressed circumstances; dismissal of history in order to fashion a new reality in a present tense.

The Surrealist as well as the early Modernist movements fashioned themselves after their associations with the outcasts of society—in most cases, the outcasts were either of Spanish or African descent, and in all cases, the outcasts (or savages) were economically and socially disenfranchised. Gautier and Alexander Dumas traveled through Spain and wore gypsy costumes as if to make their willed identification more real, and this escape into the exotic became the trend of many pre– and post–World War II European writers, artists, and autodidacts, or White Negroes.

It was Verlaine who first coined the phrase “White Negro” when describing Rimbaud, calling him “the splendidly civilized, carelessly civilizing savage,” though the origin of the phrase is usually ascribed to the title of a Norman Mailer essay, in which he attempts to explain the impulse of the white man who dares to live with danger by attempting the art of the primitive.

“The White Negro,” written in 1959, was Mailer’s response to William Faulkner on the topic of school segregation, and the relationship between blacks and whites. He insists, “Whites resist integration and the prospect of equality” because whites secretly know “the Negro already enjoys sensual superiority . . . The Negro has had his sexual supremacy and the White had his white supremacy.” Mailer further identified himself as a “near-Beat adventurer” who identified with Negroes and “urban adventurers,” those who “drifted out at night looking for action with a Black man’s code to fit their facts.” “The hipster,” he said, “had absorbed the existentialist synopsis of the Negro and could be considered a White Negro” because “any Negro who wishes to live must live with danger from his first day . . . the Negro knew life was war . . . The Negro could rarely afford the sophisticated inhibitions of civilization, and so he kept for survival the art of the primitive. The Black man lived in the enormous present, he subsisted for his Saturday night kicks, relinquishing the pleasures of the mind for the more obligatory pleasures of the body, and in his music he gave voice to the character and quality of his existence, to his rage and the infinite variations of joy, lust . . . and despair of his orgasm . . .”

Mailer’s pronouncement of Beat culture (a mid-century replication of radical Bohemian culture) as “the essence of hip” further emphasized that “the source of hip is the Negro, for he “has been living on the margin between totalitarianism and democracy for two centuries . . . the Bohemian and the juvenile delinquent came face to face with the Negro . . . the child was the language of hip, for its argot gave expression to abstract states of feeling.” James Baldwin countered Mailer’s racist and myopic views in his essay “The Black Boy Looks at the White Boy,” calling Mailer’s sentiments “so antique a vision of the Blacks at this late hour.” But countering Baldwin, Eldridge Cleaver called Mailer’s view “prophetic and penetrating in its understanding of the psychology involved in the accelerating confrontation of Black and White in America.”

Fifty years before Mailer’s ethnographic fantasy, Flaubert traveled to Egypt out of a desire for a “visionary alternative,” for something “in contrast to the grayish tonality of the French provincial landscape”—resulting in his “labored reconstruction of the other.” Baudelaire said true civilization was comprised of “. . . hunters, farmers, and even cannibals—all these . . . superior by reasons of their energy and their personal dignity to our western races.” Gautier (whose best friend was a Negro from Guadalupe, Alexandre Privat d’Anglemont) when commenting on the Algerian influence on turn-of-the-century French fashion, said, “Our women already wear scarves which have served the harem slaves . . . hashish is taking the place of champagne . . . so superior is primitive life to our so-called civilization.” Before Josephine Baker reared her beautiful black ass in Paris in the 1920s, European Bohemia was already fascinated with their perceptions of Negroes, and as explained by Firmin Maillard, Bohemians were “philosophers who couldn’t have cared less what their philosophy was based on . . . [they were] brave searchers for infinity, impudent peddlers of dreams . . .” And Erich Muhasm admitted, “It emerged that all of us without single exception were apostates, had rejected our origins, were wayward sons.” Maurice de Vlaminck was already collecting African art as early as 1904, and Picasso ennobled the command of African sculpture on his own work by stating, “I understood what the Negroes used their sculpture for . . . to help people avoid coming under the influence of spirits again.”

In 1916, Hugo Ball, founder of the Dada movement, opened a cabaret in the red-light district of Zurich, called the Café Voltaire, where prostitutes and Africans commingled freely with starving European artists, like Jean Arp, Tristan Tzara, and Walter Serner, who became infamous for their illogical simultaneous poems—explained by them to be “elegiac, humorous, bizarre.” They wore black cowls and played a variety of exotic drums, titling their performance the “Chant Nègres.” Ten years later, in Paris, Surrealist artists Robert Desnos and André de la Rivière moved into studio apartments next door to the Bal Nègre, a bar frequented by Negroes who lived in hostels on the same street. Hugo Ball explained, “We drape ourselves like medicine men in their insignia and their essences but we want to ignore the path whereby they reached these bits of cult and parade.”

These “bits of cult and parade,” co-opted by European Bohemians, leaked into the mass culture of modernity, much in the same way hip-hop and R&B have produced Eminem, Britney Spears, and ’N Sync. The result is not associated with race as much as it is associated with an abstraction of culture. Alfred Jarry (author of the infamous nineteenth-century French play Ubu) also re-created himself as an avant, but the invention was so abstract that it could not directly be linked to the Negro—Jarry lived in a room with nothing except a bed and a plaster cast of a huge penis (his ode to both poverty and the wealth of hypersexuality). He perfected a staccato speech for himself, a Negro slang of sorts, without directly impersonating the Negro. He publicly performed the fictional character he’d invented for himself by walking up and down the boulevards or attending the opera in white clown masks, cycling clothes, or dirty white suits and shirts made of paper on which he had drawn a tie—demanding outcast inclusion in a formal world. Heseltine, a writer who possessed a sweet, boyish face and closely cropped blond hair, was described by D. H. Lawrence (in Women in Love) as “degenerate,” “corrupt,” married the beautiful Puma (who eventually committed suicide—much like Em’s baby mama tried to do—an ode perhaps to the tragic grisette, or working girl, of Paris who loved the self-indulgent Bohemian savage artist), and composed music under the nom de plume Peter Warlock. Heseltine was also known to smoke a lot of weed, and delve into the occult. Eventually, he gassed himself to death—death by suicide translated into immortality for most existentialist Bohemians, much like death by driveby once meant the same for hip-hop dons.

Fifty years or so after the European Bohemian era, the Beat generation invented itself with Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, Neal Cassidy, and William Burroughs at its forefront (LeRoi Jones is often omitted from the history of insurgent Beat culture—most likely because any true Beat poet is to be remembered as a performer of savagery, not an actual savage). When a young Allen Ginsberg admitted in an interview that while growing up he “developed a tremendous tolerance for chaos,” and described the world as “absolutely real and final and ultimate and at the same time, absolutely unreal and transitory and of the nature of dreams . . . without contradiction,” he easily validated Verlaine and Norman Mailer’s theoretical view of the Negro and their psychological profile of the White Negro.

Like hip-hop culture, Beat culture emerged in an era of economic prosperity and political paranoia. If the mid-twentieth-century American White Negro emerged in a postwar era of convention, in which hip and cool Negro icons created a counterculture of style, immorality, and self-destruction, the latter twentieth-century American New White Negro patterned himself after hip-hop culture’s era of rebellion, taking him on an uncharted journey prone to danger. Ronald Reagan and Rodney King were good reasons to re-create a new generation of Charlie Parkers and Billie Hollidays—undeniably gifted icons of artistic genius, personal style, and self-destruction. If the Negro hipster lived without a definable past or future, the hip-hopster never let you forget his past and elaborately decorated his present with excess in anticipation of a life without a future—which elevated him to the status of potential martyr. He (or she) emulated Robert De Niro (in Taxi Driver) or, the hip-hop favorite, Al Pacino (in Scarface)—an outlaw feared for his enormous ferocity, and survivor skills, or revered for his unsurpassable stolen wealth, and for living daily with the threat of assassination or mutiny. Beat culture produced popular icons that offered a more abstract version of the White Negro. Its superstar, Jack Kerouac, was a Dionysian figure whose impulses toward the primitive conflicted with his tendency toward culture, education, and ego.

Ultimately, Jack was not as interested in being an outlaw as he was interested in being a star—the celebrity that white status could afford him. And as Baldwin pointed out, the Beat hipster could, at the end of the day, “return to being white.” The threat of daily living could never mean as much to him as it did the Negro because the hipster’s was an avant-garde performance of cool. Vanilla Ice has returned to the beach, has formed a heavy-metal band, and reflects on the days when Suge Knight hung him by his ankles over a balcony railing—Ice has escaped the danger of hip-hop lore by returning to the comfort of fundamental whiteness. Eminem escapes the actual danger of hip-hop lore by maintaining fundamental whiteness in the context of comical blackness. As Sir Elton John assuaged us all, we mustn’t “take him seriously.”

6. LIVING IN THE DREAM (TYPES & TROPES, SYMBOLS & SIGNS)

In the reality that is our daily human existence, Eminem does not exist. He never did. But he is a real product of the American dream—a character born out of our nation’s collective unconscious, our inborn predilection to produce parallel images or identical psychic shapes common to all men. He is conjured from what we think of ourselves and what we think of others. He is born out of The Jerry Springer Show, South Park, Jack Kerouac, Carl Van Vechten—all part of a dream, and within this dream there is a dream. Singling out Eminem as an archetype of race perception and performance in America is a shallow undertaking—the composition of his character has its history within the context of the American dream, which is now a conundrum of dreams within dreams. Dreams may be difficult to interpret—because they are, after all, indistinct metaphors and allegories of fantasy—but the dream of race and its performance in American culture is not difficult to track. It has a history, and that history comes with presupposed rules and presupposed character traits that are familiar to us all.

In the dream that is identity, there are archetypal conflicts between the free will of the human maker (his savage creative impulses—an unconscious state of being) and what is the human thinker’s intellect (culture, and historical perspective—a conscious state of being). The landscape of democracy and freedom for all men is also the invention of a dream—a utopian impulse, a way of perceiving an eternal plan in the contingencies of time; a creation of the human will born out of fiction where there is no transcendental dimension or registration of the infinite “I am.”

Race is a recent historical invention used to make a distinction between people for purposes of colonization. C. Loring Brace, professor of anthropology at the University of Michigan, explains that the concept of race “does not appear until the Trans-Atlantic voyages of the Renaissance.” But the prevalence of race as a concept—and its relationship to appearance, human status, and identity formation—is actually more significant today than it ever was. Our obsession with race is surpassed only by our seemingly polite and progressive neutrality regarding race. The Racial Privacy Initiative, a ballot promoted by black businessman Ward Connelly (who also successfully ended affirmative action in the state of California), is designed to obliterate the “race box” on school and government forms because it forces us to “pay attention to immutable and meaningless characteristics like skin color and ancestry” (“When Color Should Count,” Glenn C. Loury, New York Times). But even if race does not accurately identify a people, the concept is firmly in place and forces a social dynamic as well as pinpoints a social perception of a people. We don’t see each other as one in the same. Never did. Never will. The perceived image of race is based on individual (or collective) sight, which has been re-created and reproduced. It is an appearance, or a set of appearances, which has been detached from the place and time in which it first made its appearance and preserved (in language and colloquialism) for a few moments or a few centuries. Once we are aware that we can see, we are aware that we can be seen, and “the eye of the other combines with our own eye,” . . . we are always looking at the relation between things and ourselves . . . our perception of what we see depends on our way of seeing. Images, for instance, were first made to conjure up the appearance of something that was absent. Gradually, it becomes evident that an image can outlast what it once represented, but the verbalized perception of image arrests the object in a perceived context for as long as the perception and the original language for the perception are upheld (Ways of Seeing by John Berger). In the case of race in America, it is physiology and the historical perceptions of and common terminology used to describe physiology that most often informs the individual’s sense of defining race.

The dream of race as identity is born only in a perceived land of diversity (or difference). Race is a regenerated fantasy owing its genesis to neurosis (or as Freud said, “some early trauma repressed”) and our need to achieve psychic balance. What is actual is what we produce from our dreams—symbols and signs of our expressions and intuitive perceptions. Our response to what we think we see. Identity. Race. Identity is an invented thing. Race is an invented thing. They are not real, but they are actual. Race and identity are based on perception and performance and are relative only to the perceptions and performances of the individual and the collective understanding of existence and the activity of being within the context of the dream. These symbols and signs cannot be expressed differently by us or better said by us. Language fails us—and the individual or collective mind is forced into overdrive in order to invent language and behaviors for archetypes of identity. Apertures into nonordinary reality.

It is therefore less significant that Eminem, easily identified as “white” (a nonspecific race term for people of European descent), identifies himself with “black” culture (a nonspecific race term for people of African descent, “black culture” being that which is socially produced by the collective of people of African descent). That is not what makes his archetype of nonordinary reality a significant landmark in the landscape of the American dream. Rather, it is how he has refashioned an old symbol that appeals to popular culture and its boilerplate concepts of race, class, and identity, to fit a new generation in a new yet strangely redundant way—and how that old symbol has transmogrified in the last one hundred years, owing its present-day existence not to the historical performance of blackness but to the historical performance of whiteness and the ingenuity of human dreams.

There is something called black in America and there is something called white in America and I know them when I see them, but I will forever be unable to explain the meaning of them, because they are not real even though they have a very real place in my daily way of seeing, a fundamental relationship to my ever-evolving understanding of history, and a critical place in my interactive relationship to humanity. If one believes in the existence of race, it is because one needs to believe in the existence of self (within a culture that relies on race as an important variable of human existence). One needs to believe in culture, and the products of culture that define identity and inform history. The concept of race has long been one of the most vital sources of cultural product (as well as cultural conflict) because race has as its square root a hierarchical structure of being expressed in symbolism. A semiotics of identity that has yet to be solved. These tropes and signs are produced from the unconscious as revelation. The collective unconscious creates them in order to survive (by confrontation) the present archetypal structure. Conveniently forgotten in our race sentimentality are the ever-changing faces of race. Whiteness became something one had to attain in America. Being of Nordic or European ancestry did not automatically translate into whiteness. Whiteness had more to do with class privilege than some notion of nationality or physiology (and class is a better definition). Whiteness was purchased and fought for by Jews, Catholics, the Irish, Italians, Polish, indentured servants . . . all considered to be, at one time or another in America, non-white (and even today, depending on whose definition of whiteness you subscribe to). Blackness was never something one had to attain, at least not outside of Bohemian circles. Today, it seems . . . it is.

If we look to Eminem’s archetype to appeal to what we know about ourselves now, we do it without referring to what we know about the identity of the other. The Eminem show is supposed to make us forget about race and think about how rigid this society is. How we have never really loosened up, and just had barnyard fun with our sacred cows. He uses the vernacular of black hip-hop culture, as well as the psychoanalytical vernacular of the white intellectual—and this invention of character is transferable to any race. The old White Negro may have worn cork and Afro wigs, soaked up Harlem culture and delivered the talented tenth to the mainstream, given race music a haircut, tuxedo jacket, and orchestration, may have learned to shake his narrow white hips in the snakelike manner of the Negro, thereby creating just enough soul to gain Hollywood movie-star musical status, and may have heroicized Negro jazz musicians in his literature, proudly proclaiming to have actually shared a joint or some smack with one or two at the height of Bohemian subculture’s race mixing—but the new White Negro—like Eminem—has not arrived at black culture . . . He has arrived at white culture with an authentic performance of whiteness, influenced by a historical concept of blackness.

And there is a difference . . . ?
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