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For the people—young, old, and those not yet born

 
 
A traveler, who has just left a vast city, climbs the neighboring hill; as he goes farther off, he loses sight of the men whom he has just quitted; their dwellings are confused in a dense mass; he can no longer distinguish the public squares, and can scarcely trace out the great thoroughfares; but his eye has less difficulty in following the boundaries of the city, and for the first time he sees the shape of the whole.
—Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America
Standin’ at the crossroad I tried to flag a ride Didn’t nobody seem to know me everybody pass me by
—Robert Johnson, “Cross Road Blues”
am i headed for the same brick wall is there anything i can do about anything at all
—Ani DiFranco, “Fuel”

THANK YOU’S
THANK YOU TO Chris Jackson, my editor, for pushing me to complete this book. I could not have done it without you, and I mean that. Thank you to everyone at Three Rivers Press / Random House for supporting this project. Thank you, as always, to Andrew Wylie, Jeff Posternak, and the good people at the Wylie Agency. Thank you, in no particular order, to the late Weldon Irvine, James Mtume, Dr. bell hooks, Dr. Jerry Ward, the late Tupac Shakur, Robyn Rodgers (DJ Reborn), Faatima Muhammad, Ernie Paniccioli, (Brother) Bob Davis and all the folks at American Program Bureau, Davey D., Sharonda Simmons, Kevin Chen, Alec Ross, April Silver, Jabari Asim, Dr. Mark Anthony Neal, Taigi Smith, Angela Brown, Zac McDaniels, Lauren Summers, Jan Summers, Dr. Arnold Lehman, Howard Pitsch, Tracy Alexander, Michael Cummings, Hazel Rowley, Andrea Pinkney, Radcliffe Bailey, Deborah Willis, Leigh Savidge, Chuck D., Russell Simmons, Fatima Robinson, Jacque Reid, Ben (Chavis) Muhammad, Michael Eric Dyson, Pearl Cleage, Nikki Giovanni, Charles Harris, Harry Allen, Dr. Blue Maas, Greg Tate, Michael Cohen, Baraka Sele, Dr. Kamau Kokayi, Bahia Ramos, Nikki “Cynical” Smith, Chie Davis, Eternal Polk, Jessica Care Moore, Herb Boyd, Don Rojas, Penny Wrenn, Darwin Beauvais, Michael Datcher, Dr. Maryemma Graham, the late Lisa Sullivan, Billy “Upski” Wimsatt, Aishah Shahidah Simmons, Tyree Simmons (DJ Drama), Toni Scott, Lisa-Erika James, Alvin Starks, Ama Codjoe, Aaron Burrison, Eisa Ulen, Raymond O’Neal, Toni Blackman, Mahogany Browne, DJ Kuttin Kandi, Kool Herc, Afrika Bambaataa, Jorge “Fabel” Pabon, Tony Medina, Willie Perdomo, Angelica Patterson, Renaldo Davidson, Kenji Jasper, Conrad Muhammad, Keith Clink-scales, Miles Marshall Lewis, John McGregor, and Knox Robinson for the invaluable life lessons these past few years, even if some of y’all don’t know or realize what you taught me. I do. . . . Ms. Conya Doss, thank you for the prayers and the great conversations during the last lap of this book. To all my peeps in ghetto villages everywhere— I’m representin’ for all y’all, aiight? And thank you to my moms for teaching me more about manhood than any man could have. I ain’t never gonna let you down, ma.

PROLOGUE
IN THE SUMMER OF 2001, I WAS ARRESTED FOR DESTROYING the sunglasses of another writer, another Black male. You see, I felt this writer had previously disrespected me on a few occasions by bad-mouthing me to colleagues we had in common. What really incensed me is that I had literally met this individual when he first arrived in New York City a few years before, and taken the time, as I always try to do, to offer some advice about living and working in this overwhelming metropolis. Now I heard he’d been dissing me.
I will be brutally honest here and say that leading up to this specific incident, I had had a few other confrontations, in one form or another, over the course of a two- to three-year period, with other men of color in my generation whom I felt had disrespected me in some way. There was the old-school hip-hop dancer I blasted on the Internet about his and his wife’s bitter contempt for my work and my various roles within the hip-hop community. There was another writer who had penned a negative review of an anthology I had edited—of which he had wanted to be a part—whom I stepped to at a corner in Greenwich Village in New York City, all but threatening to beat him down if he ever violated me in that manner again and, for good measure, hock-spitting my aversion for him in his direction. And there was a former coworker from my days at Vibe with whom I got into a physical altercation outside of a holistic soul-food restaurant in Brooklyn because I felt he too had been disrespectful to my being.
So, clearly, I was on edge when I saw this writer at a Brooklyn street festival that summer day. I approached him to ask what was the deal. At first I was calm, but this writer was smug to the point of condescension and was hiding his eyes behind expensive, mirrored lenses. And he said to me, as I was asking why he insisted on sullying my name, that he knew me, that I was no gangsta. If there is one thing that has always gotten my goat, it is when people who have never spent any quality time around me proclaim in that patronizing, tongue-in-cheek way that they know me. Thus I pulled the thug from my back pocket, and quicker than you could say Suge Knight, I snatched the sunglasses from this writer’s face, told him if he ever talked to me like that again he would receive a severe whooping, and I refused to return his shades as he followed me around the street festival near tears, begging for his high-priced frames. I took perverse pleasure in watching him sweat and plead, for he represented something I did not like about several professional, middle-class men I knew, as well as their bohemian backpacker cousins, something that seemed plastic, contrived, shallow, weak—and I was determined to teach this writer a lesson. I ultimately broke his glasses in half and threw them into a sewer.
Within a week the police made numerous stops at my home, pressing my doorbell at different hours of the day and night, very obviously looking for me and leaving a business card with instructions to call each time. I ducked and dodged the police for several days before finally phoning them. What choice did I have, really? The Brooklyn grapevine had informed me that this writer had pressed charges. Whoever I spoke with over the phone told me I had to come down to the 88th precinct in Brooklyn without delay. As soon as I got there, I was immediately arrested, although I was not handcuffed or placed in a holding cell. I think the only thing that kept me from spending the weekend in the Brooklyn Detention Center was the fact that the detective who booked me, a middle-aged Black woman, bought my harangue about the police wasting their time on me when there were real crooks to catch, and that she would thereby be participating in the march of yet another Black male through the justice system. No matter, I was held for a good ten hours as a check was run on my “criminal record,” and it was then and there, as I waited, and waited, and waited, that I began to play back in my troubled mind all the arguments and fights I had had with schoolmates, friends, rivals, authority figures; as well as the arrests and court appearances as a teen, as an early twenty-something, and now, in my mid-thirties.
I thought about this one particular appearance in front of a Black female judge in my hometown of Jersey City, when it looked as if I was heading straight to a home for wayward youth. This judge knew that arguing and fighting were my way of dealing with every single matter, how it had something to do with going to four grammar schools and three high schools, and how this behavior, this very reactionary behavior, had forced my mother, who raised me alone in dreadful poverty, to time and again miss work for visits to my school and those agonizing trips to juvenile court. I don’t know why I was never sent away as an adolescent because I surely tempted fate many, many times. I was bad, very bad, so bad that my mother often said to me “I don’t think you are going to make it,” which is a Black mother’s way of saying she believes her Black son is not going to live a long, fruitful life. Perhaps that Black female judge felt the same, for I recall her giving me a stern lecture as if she saw something in me I did not yet see in myself, how her final words to me were “I hope to never see you again—” That judge’s words clanged around the corridors of my mind as I waited at the 88th precinct. I wondered to myself if something might pop up in that detective’s “computer search” that I had previously ignored or forgotten, some warrant, some missed court appearance, anything. The cockiness wrenched itself from my flesh as a hardened, dried-up scab would, and I sat slumped in a chair in that detective’s office, certain that I had done something to ruin my life, yet again—
After much posturing and lying about what happened between myself and that writer to friends and colleagues, to my lawyer, I finally wound up in court two weeks after the destruction of the World Trade Center in New York City on September 11, 2001. Between my arrest that summer day and September 11, I had unlimited time to meditate on my actions leading up to my indiscretion and the plethora of dramatic wrecks I had driven myself into in the decade or so since I had appeared on the first season of MTV’s The Real World; and during my very successful but also very tumultuous stint as a senior writer at Vibe magazine.
To be sure, I had, and have, spent the better part of my post-college life growing up in the public eye, with my shameful warts, big and ugly, looming there for the world to see; and it has been a mighty battle trying to be a man, a Black man, a human being, a responsible and consistent human being, as I have interfaced with my past and with my personal demons, with friends and lovers, with enemies and haters. As Tupac Shakur once famously said to me, “There is no place called careful.” On the one hand, Tupac was right: There is not much room for error in America if you are a Black male in a society ostensibly bent on profiling your every move, eager to capitalize on your falling into this or that trap, particularly keen to swoop down on your self-inflicted mishaps. But by the same token, Tupac was wrong: There can be a place called careful, once one becomes aware of the world one lives in, its potential, its limitations, and if one is willing to struggle to create a new model, some new and alternative space outside and away from the larger universe, where one can be free enough to comprehend that even if the world seems aligned against you, you do not have to give the world the rope to hang you with. I have had the noose around my neck more times than I care to admit, and for whatever magical reasons, I have escaped the lynching each time.
That is precisely what I was thinking as I sat, slumped, in a back-row bench in that Brooklyn criminal courtroom on that late September day, watching one Black or Latino young male after another being paraded in front of a middle-aged White male judge—a judge who could, would, determine the life journey of us all, for the next day, the next week, the next year, the next decade, and, for a few, the remainder of their natural lives. I could not help but ask myself, “Why are you here, Kevin Powell? Why did you allow a feeling of disrespect to crawl so deeply into your fiber that you felt compelled to respond to it, to the person hurling the contempt, even if it meant the possibility of jeopardizing or losing your own life in the process?” Or, better yet, “What kind of power do you have that you are so utterly powerless when it comes down to controlling your own emotions, your own pain, your own rage?”
When my time finally came to stand before the judge, I was both nervous and embarrassed. Nervous because I was certain the judge would ask me why I had previously lied about destroying that writer’s glasses. Embarrassed because a few folks who worked in the courtroom recognized me from MTV and other television appearances, and one even asked if he could have my autograph afterward. The judge ordered me to pay for the sunglasses, which I agreed to do, and he said to me, eerily, as that judge had said to me when I was a teen, “I hope to never see you again—”
And like that, I was out into the streets walking as fast as I could, away from that criminal court building, vowing, once and for all, to work through my issues of respect and disrespect, of the feeling of powerlessness that has led men like me to believe that if we do not respond to every slight, threat, attack, innuendo, defeat, if we do not fight back, harass, brutalize,  win, then we are somehow less than men. As I trekked back to my apartment in Brooklyn, I thought of this in the larger context of the American response to the September 11 attacks on the Twin Towers: how almost instantly the first thought, the first reaction, was to respond with violence, to attack, to scour the earth until every “terrorist” was found and destroyed. How the American empire has not been shy about the need to oust or kill certain leaders of certain countries (if you are the lone superpower on the planet at the dawn of this new millennium, then you certainly are an empire, and whatever that word conjures in the raw, unchecked imagination of the powerful). Of how this nation was founded on the violent taking of Native Americans’ land, of the violent enslavement of African people—my ancestors—how people we call Mexican or Chicano saw parts of what is now the American Southwest, including President George W. Bush’s home state of Texas, fall to the violence of American interests. And what of the women who have been assaulted throughout American history, from Black female slaves to some girl somewhere in America who is being raped right as you are reading these words, her screams silent, the rehabilitation for her mind and soul more than likely never to happen. Or what of those in the homosexual community who must deal with both verbal and physical violence, of people who feel homosexuals are going to hell because of their sexual orientation, who feel that by verbally or physically pummeling them that perhaps they will return to their “natural state” as heterosexuals.
These thoughts crept into my mind because it was clear to me, immediately following the court appearance, that no matter my protestations and statements to the contrary, I had acted the part of a very typically American male on many levels, that my response to that writer, to those other men, was exactly the way I had been instructed to respond practically from my first steps out of the cradle: that “real men” deal with their tribulations through force, domination, elimination, violence. I felt sick and more embarrassed, for I’ve spent a good deal of my adult life grappling with what it means to be a man, and I had slipped badly, yet again. But, for some reason, this slip hit me harder because, post-September 11, the idea that someone bad-mouthing me could occupy more than a tiny space in my head appeared to be implausible. In light of the death and mayhem consuming the earth every single day, what did it matter what someone thought of me, especially if that someone was not a close friend or a loving relative? Hell, I should have asked that question pre-September 11, given how sensitive I have been, for such a long time, to poverty, hunger, homelessness, and, truly, any form of oppression, and oppression’s too-many-to-count victims around the globe. And although I understood, and understand, the thirst for revenge and justice many Americans have demanded as a result of the nearly three thousand lives lost on September 11, I could not, and cannot, look myself in the mirror and say, finally, that violence is the solution to every problem, or, indeed, to any problem. Not any longer. For those who commit acts of violence, be it as an aggressor or a defender, not only hurt and destroy the recipients of that violence, they hurt and destroy themselves as well. How can anyone be whole after that, or be healthy spiritually, psychologically?
This is something I hope we humans permit to marinate in our psyches as we sprint through the first chapters of the twenty-first century. One hundred years ago, W. E. B. DuBois stated in his classic tome, The Souls of  Black Folk, that the problem of the twentieth century was the problem of the color line. I submit, one hundred years later, that the problem in the world today is race and sex and class operating in tandem to control, bamboozle, violate, divide, and conquer the majority of us while a certain elite and wealthy minority gets to win in the largest possible meaning of the term “win.” This minority will have the everyday people among us wrestle over emotionally charged issues like affirmative action—Is it quotas? Is it favoritism, reverse discrimination? Meanwhile, we ignore the ample proof that President Bush is clearly a beneficiary of the peculiar institution of White affirmative action: His White-skin privilege coupled with his opulent bloodline has afforded him extraordinary opportunities a male or female of a comparable demeanor and intelligence would never get—never. That conundrum aside, it should be duly noted that America is not the terribly undemocratic nation it once was, pre–Civil Rights Movement; nor is America the democracy it declares itself to be, either. Just ask the good people in Florida who did not vote for Mr. Bush in the 2000 general election.
So, my mission at this moment in my life journey is to rise above the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune; to vaccinate myself against that mental terrorism germ known as self-hatred, hatred of people who look like me, and the hatred of individuals or groups irrespective of who they are; and to be a truth-seeker and a truth-teller, not just for myself as a man, or as a Black man, and not just for Black people, but for the human race. In other words, I do not want to be stuck on the treadmill of emotional underdevelopment and confusion forever. For sure, we human beings—each and every one of us—have to ask some very profound questions as we spin into more random acts of violence, more wars, more dissections, more globalization, more fear, and
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