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THE PARADOX OF EDUCATION IS PRECISELY THIS—THAT AS ONE BEGINS TO BECOME CONSCIOUS ONE BEGINS TO EXAMINE THE SOCIETY IN WHICH HE IS BEING EDUCATED. THE PURPOSE OF EDUCATION, FINALLY, IS TO CREATE IN A PERSON THE ABILITY TO LOOK AT THE WORLD FOR HIMSELF, TO MAKE HIS OWN DECISIONS, TO SAY TO HIMSELF THIS IS BLACK OR THIS IS WHITE, TO DECIDE FOR HIMSELF WHETHER THERE IS A GOD IN HEAVEN OR NOT. TO ASK QUESTIONS OF THE UNIVERSE, AND THEN LEARN TO LIVE WITH THOSE QUESTIONS, IS THE WAY HE ACHIEVES HIS OWN IDENTITY. BUT NO SOCIETY IS REALLY ANXIOUS TO HAVE THAT KIND OF PERSON AROUND. WHAT SOCIETIES REALLY, IDEALLY, WANT IS A CITIZENRY WHICH WILL SIMPLY OBEY THE RULES OF SOCIETY. IF A SOCIETY SUCCEEDS IN THIS, THAT SOCIETY IS ABOUT TO PERISH. THE OBLIGATION OF ANYONE WHO THINKS OF HIMSELF AS RESPONSIBLE IS TO EXAMINE SOCIETY AND TRY TO CHANGE IT AND TO FIGHT IT—AT NO MATTER WHAT RISK.

—James Baldwin






AGAINST THE URGENCY OF PEOPLE DYING IN THE STREETS, WHAT IN GOD’S NAME IS THE POINT OF CULTURAL STUDIES? WHAT IS THE POINT OF THE STUDY OF REPRESENTATIONS, IF THERE IS NO RESPONSE TO THE QUESTION OF WHAT YOU SAY TO SOMEONE WHO WANTS TO KNOW IF THEY SHOULD TAKE A DRUG AND IF THAT MEANS THEY’LL DIE TWO DAYS LATER OR A FEW MONTHS EARLIER? AT THAT POINT, ITHINK ANYBODY WHO IS INTO CULTURAL STUDIES SERIOUSLY AS AN INTELLECTUAL PRACTICE, MUST FEEL, ON THEIR PULSE, ITS EPHEMERALITY, ITS INSUBSTANTIALITY, HOW LITTLE IT REGISTERS, HOW LITTLE WE’VE BEEN ABLE TO CHANGE ANYTHING OR GET ANYBODY TO DO ANYTHING. IF YOU DON’T FEEL THAT AS ONE TENSION IN THE WORK THAT YOU ARE DOING, THEORY HAS LET YOU OFF THE HOOK.

—Stuart Hall









FOREWORD

Robin D. G. Kelley



I first encountered Michael Eric Dyson on the page over ten years ago. I’d seen a few of his essays in Z Magazine sometime around 1989 or 1990, but at that time he was virtually unknown (to me, at least, but I was only two years out of graduate school and didn’t get out much). Then, in 1993, a copy of his first book, Reflecting Black: African-American Cultural Criticism, crossed my desk, and the Nation magazine asked me to review it. Although it was a wide-ranging collection of essays, I found the book to be nicely organized, coherent, powerful, and critically relevant to the moment.


The old folks might remember that 1993 was a period when the so-called “black public intellectual” was coming into being, prompted largely by the publication of Cornel West’s Race Matters that same year. West’s collection of essays became a runaway bestseller, opening up critical black radical thought to a wider audience in an age when Los Angeles was still rebuilding from the rebellion of April 1992. But with West’s mass appeal came a backlash, from the left and right, against Race Matters and everything Professor West stood for. Of course, there were legitimate debates and criticisms that shed light on crucial issues of race, class, gender, and power, but much of the backlash was motivated by jealousy or a confused notion that “real” radicals cannot attract a mass audience without selling out. Indeed, I remember multiple backlashes against black academics, as well as some horrible battles between folks on the page that did not enlighten me or my peers one bit. This was the context in which I read Dyson’s first book. In my review in the Nation I mentioned the “nasty ad hominem reviews, petty jealousies, blanket condemnations of black scholarship, hateful and sinister commentaries.” “As I kick it down here with the ordinary faculty folk,” I complained, “writing grant proposals and reading sorry undergraduate essays—and witness the war of words—I have these perverse daydreams of Rodney King pleading with black intellectuals to get along while The Pharcyde, that funny, funky, Thelonious Monkloving West Coast hip-hop group chant ‘Who Is the Nigga in Charge?’”


Dyson’s book was a welcome relief from the wars of blackademe. Of course, he had his own debates to wage and own axes to grind, but for the most part he wrote about black people, what we’ve created, what we’ve come to represent, and why we should not be too quick to make snap judgments about what is “authentically black.” He warned against blind “race loyalty” and insisted that real liberation requires independent thinking and a willingness to criticize black leaders, intellectuals, and cultural heroes. His voice was fresh, his language vibrant, and to top it all off, he was a working-class kid from Detroit committed to activism and the social gospel. “Evident in every essay,” I observed at the time, “is a belief that the Gospel is a lived struggle, not merely a popular compilation of writings, folklore, and pithy slogans separate from everyday life. Thus Dyson, like Cornel West, is concerned with what he sees as a spiritual crisis in America, especially among young people. But rather than follow the common trend nowadays of chastising African-American youth for relinquishing some golden-age spirituality and ethics of their parents’ generation, he seeks signs of the spirit in various secular cultural forms. Spirituality, Dyson recognizes, may be in crisis, but it ain’t gone. It looks different, and if we are going to locate it we must use different interpretive tools.”


So before I even met the man, I knew there was something special about him. Given his writing style at the time, I imagined him to be a modern-day holy man, meditative, contemplative, deeply spiritual. He probably talked slow like the old preachers, but he was only thirty-four years old. When I finally did meet him, a few weeks after the review appeared in the Nation, I wasn’t prepared for this tornado of a man who spoke faster than the speed of light and dropped more oneliners than Richard Pryor on a good night. He was as agile with Western philosophy as he was with soul, R&B, and hip-hop. It was as if W.E.B. DuBois and Fab Five Freddy had been merged together in some Frankensteinian experiment. And through it all, his lovely and brilliant wife, Marcia Dyson, kept him on the ground and balanced. Both kept us in stitches. I laughed so much and learned so much that night that the muscles in the back of my head cramped up.


The Michael Eric Dyson Reader will have some skeptics, to be sure. How could anyone who experienced such a meteoric rise—from pastor to Ph.D. candidate to Distinguished Professor in a little over a decade—claim to have produced enough for a “reader”? He has published eight books in that short period, and he has more in press soon to see the light of day. And if you put this book on the scale, you’ll see that this carefully selected fraction of his output competes in the heavyweight division. Nevertheless, quantity isn’t everything, and his detractors will continue to call him names like “race hustler” and “charlatan” and related adjectives that suggest that Dyson doesn’t do his work and just slides by on his quick wit and glib tongue. (While I vehemently disagree with these assessments, I have thought of Michael at times as somewhat of a magician; he has an uncanny ability to pull lyrics and quotes and dictionary definitions out of his head, and the story of how he produced his dissertation, told in the first chapter of the Reader, is worthy of David Blaine.)


The truth is, Michael Eric Dyson is an incredibly hardworking intellectual, one who is on a mission to inspire the rest of us to remake the world. Most people, fans and critics alike, don’t realize how hard he works because he makes it look easy and he writes a lot without footnotes. But dig deeper and one quickly realizes that beneath the surface of his wit and humor one finds intellectual depth, scholarly integrity, and a startling level of erudition. As the works included here reveal, Dyson is one of the few scholars in the country who can honestly be called multidisciplinary. His books and essays on black cultural production draw on the most sophisticated literary and cultural criticism, critical theory, sociology, ethnography, and history, and he brings to his work a rich and varied understanding of music and music criticism. What’s more, Dyson has been able to write for a general audience without minimizing his scholarly tone and rigor.


His essays selected here examine a wide terrain of culture, politics, and social criticism, and nearly all of his work is policy-oriented, immediate, and, I might add, politically engaged. His essays should be read as efforts to understand the plight of aggrieved populations—notably black working people, youth, and women—and how their lives and cultures speak to the conditions they face. On the other hand, he insists that people take responsibility for their behavior and criticizes black institutions for failing black communities. His essays on the Black Church, for example, are bold challenges to the failure of black clerical leadership and the apparent moral hypocrisy running through contemporary institutionalized religion. He had nothing to gain by writing these pieces, and they are well-documented and well-argued, and have played a crucial role in placing behind-the-scenes debates into a wider realm. The same goes for his scintillating work on black public intellectuals. He takes no prisoners, on the one hand, and yet offers smart, concise commentary on the debate over black intellectuals that takes a long, historical view of the work they have done over the past century. The “Coda,” in particular, is not a self-congratulatory essay but a call to arms, one that demands political engagement as a component of our intellectual work. Finally, for all the efforts to place music and other cultural forms within particular antiracist, class-conscious contexts, to see contemporary black culture as subaltern social struggles generated by racist backlash, poverty, and Reaganomics, Dyson refuses to over-interpret or romanticize. Nor does he accept the dualism of “nihilism” vs. “black radicalism” that has frozen too many writers.


As his work on Malcolm X and other political and cultural icons demonstrates, Dyson has a gift for grasping the politics of representation. Rather than quibble over the details of Malcolm’s life or his self-representation, Dyson chooses wisely to pay more attention to the meaning of Malcolm X for our time, whether in the academy or the theater. He succinctly captures what Malcolm, the icon, has meant to a rising generation of black nationalists. Unlike other commentators who dismiss African-American youth wearing X-hats as suffering from an infantile disorder, Dyson tries to make sense of these young people within the context of their time. He does not try to speak for them but allows them to speak for themselves. As he makes abundantly clear, the rise of hip-hop culture, the resurgence of black nationalism, and the success of New Jack and ghettocentric filmmakers are largely responsible for the return of the fallen minister to the pantheon of black heroes.


Ironically, the work that is represented with only one excerpt here happens to be my personal favorite: I May Not Get There With You: The True Martin Luther King, Jr. (2000). I urge all of you who hold this book in your hand to add Dyson’s masterful study of Dr. King to your collection. He doesn’t attempt to find the “real” King, but he does juxtapose the ways in which he’s used politically (especially by rightwing antiCivil Rights activists, black nationalists, hip-hop generation youths, corporate America, etc.) with King’s own words, actions, and the movement histories on which we’ve come to rely. He delves deeply into primary and secondary sources and is not afraid to examine controversial issues such as King’s sexual liaisons, patriarchal attitudes, and his left-wing turn. He succeeds in toppling the icon of King and puts in his place a human being replete with flaws, weaknesses, and youthful exuberance. In a world where Malcolm X is often promoted as the embodiment of postwar black radicalism and King regarded as a safe voice in the wilderness, Dyson demonstrates just how his socialist, class, and antiwar politics persuaded the Civil Rights establishment to more or less silence him. And it was that silence, that suppression of history, which allowed conservatives and corporate leaders to claim King’s message as their own. While Dyson received a great deal of (unfair) criticism for his willingness to deal with King’s sexual escapades and missteps, to me this is one of the strengths of the book and of all of Dyson’s scholarship. Rather than suppress or ignore what we don’t like or what we might think is not relevant to the “real” King, Dyson embraces it, dissects, and tries to understand in the time and place of his subject, not from a presentist standpoint understand in the time and place of his subject, not from a presentist standpoint.


 This is what Dyson is all about; it is a quality of his writing and speaking that I recognized ten years ago, and it is as strong as ever. He is willing to take the criticisms, the ribbing, the ridicule, because in the end speaking truth to power and standing up for justice is far more important than garnering good reviews and friends in high places. Among black academics, the battle royale still rages, but Dyson doesn’t jump into those three rings. Instead, he’s working his ass off trying to give white supremacy—and patriarchy, and classism, and youth bashing—a black eye.












PREFACE


Over the last fifteen years, I have had the extraordinary privilege to be an academic and a public intellectual—an engaged and politically active scholar devoted to changing the world as best I can with the gifts at hand. I was the first person in my family to have the opportunity to pursue higher education and to live the life of the mind. For ten years now, I have had a Ph.D. I believe that obligates me, as a member of a historically oppressed group, to pursue social justice for those who have been closed away from school doors and the halls of economic opportunity for far too long. But my privilege also summons me to think sharply and substantively about a wide range of intellectual issues, and to address the social and moral crises of the culture. I have never, not for even a second, believed that one couldn’t at the same time be smart and good, informed and involved, thoughtful and active. They are for me flip sides of the same vocational coin.


For the last twenty-five years, I have had the high honor to be called “Reverend Dyson.” I found my calling in a black Baptist church in Detroit whose ministry prized intellectual preparation as the hallmark of faithful service. Although tough circumstances meant that I didn’t enroll in college until I was twenty-one, I learned very early—from my mother, Addie Mae; from my Sunday School instructors at church; and from my public school teachers—that education is the doorway to life and liberty. In my case, it was as well a path to a sense of ministry that embraces the head and heart. Even though I haven’t been a parish minister for twenty years now, I consider my role as an engaged intellectual the extension of my calling to “preach the gospel to the poor,” and to “heal the broken-hearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised.”


Since my second year of graduate school, I have written professionally for a wide range of academic and popular journals, magazines, and newspapers. During the last decade, I have also published eight books—some with scholars in mind, others aimed at a literate general public—all with the intent of reflecting on important and interesting topics in the life of the mind, the life of the soul, the life of the race, and the life of the nation. Because of my writing, I have lectured at universities and in union halls; held forth in junior colleges and in juvenile detention centers; preached in churches and in synagogues, temples, and mosques; addressed civil rights groups and professional gatherings; spoken to public and private grade schools, middle schools, and high schools; engaged adults and adolescents in jails and prisons across America; and traveled over water to deliver talks in Italy and Brazil, in Amsterdam and in Cuba, and in Jamaica and the Bahamas. It is also because of my writing that I have appeared across the mediascape on radio and television programs throughout the land—and in cyberspace—to debate current affairs and pressing social issues, and to hold up the banner of progressive politics. In my mind, writing is thinking, struggling, fighting, imagining, loving, hoping, preaching, crying, wishing, and inspiring, all at once.


This book charts the geography of my intellectual journey. It maps the regions of my intellectual interests—religion and philosophy, race theory and rap music, masculinity and multiculturalism, feminist thought and gender relations, black identity and popular culture, moral thought and sexuality, cultural criticism and critical theory, intellectual life and institutional racism, soul music and jazz history, black film and postmodernism, and a great deal besides. This reader is a diagram as well of the intellectual and rhetorical treasures I have mined over the years and a record of the struggles I have waged to understand better, to think deeper, and to write clearer about matters of life and death. What guides all of my thought and action is the belief that human beings who think creatively and act boldly can shape history and relieve suffering for the good of the neighborhood and the planet. I hope you, the reader, enjoy this reader, and journey with me through the intellectual and political wilderness of our international life in the hopes of finding a city of moral beauty and justice for all.


As a pledge of my citizenship in such a city, I would like to thank those who have helped me along the way. I would like to thank my wonderful editor Liz Maguire, my dear friend and intellectual compatriot who works with me to realize my vision in print. I would also like to thank Megan Hustad for all her concern and hard work. I would also like to thank Kay Mariea and her team who worked diligently and expertly to make this book appear. I would also like to thank my Penn family for their love and support, especially Tukufu Zuberi, Ann Matter, Sam Preston, Gale Garrison, Carol Davis, Onyx Finney, Marie Hudson—and, of course, Judith Rodin, our leader who we all love and miss already, and who is one-half of the dynamic duo to whom I dedicate this book. Finally, I would like to thank my family—Marcia (who, as usual, sacrificed greatly and put aside her own work to read mine; thanks so much), Michael, Maisha, and Mwata, and my mother, Addie Mae Dyson, and my brothers, Anthony, Gregory, and Brian—for their love and support. And to Everett Dyson-Bey, my brilliant and courageous brother who remains incarcerated after fifteen years, I pray for your imminent release and return to your family and to your work of enlightening and uplifting the world. And to Doc, Marcia, Beverly, Elaine, Geraldine, Jimmy, and Robert—with the memory of “Smally” and Michelle never far away—I hope the dedication of this book to your magnificent wife and beloved mother, Rosa Elizabeth Smith, acknowledges how much we all miss her big heart, her big smile, and her big spirit.












INTRODUCTION:
WHY I AM AN INTELLECTUAL


I can’t remember when I decided I wanted to be an intellectual. I’m not even sure if that’s the sort of thing one fully determines before it happens. For that matter, I can’t remember when I became an intellectual—a person with a great passion to think and study and to distribute the fruits of his labor in useful form. There was no bolt of lightning for me; unlike St. Paul, I didn’t have a dramatic conversion that saved me from ignorance and put me on a path of learning. It simply dawned on me in my various pursuits—as grade school spelling bee champ, as junior high school orator, as high school renegade who skipped class in search of better education, as factory laborer who preferred books to welding, and as a failed pastor who returned to college to complete my degree before heading to graduate school—that I had a calling to what Hannah Arendt gracefully termed “the life of the mind.”

I do remember when I became an academic—a scholar who makes a living as an intellectual in higher education. Already I’ve used terms that some see as roughly equivalent, but one might quibble with such a view. Not to be catty, but there are differences in the terms used to describe what people do who operate in higher education. An academic toils in the vineyards of higher learning, usually as a teacher who may also focus on research. A scholar is an academic (only in this case, since I’m referring to those who function within the academy; of course, there are many scholars who work outside of its precincts) whose focus is on research. And an intellectual in higher education is an academic or scholar who swims beyond her specialty and embraces the surging waves of knowledge as they wash against entrenched disciplines. It should be obvious that my take on the distinctions between academics, intellectuals, and scholars is quite subjective and more anecdotal than analytical. Of course, there’s no linguistic cop watching over these definitions to keep them from being mixed. No science lies behind my observation, except, of course, the science of observation.

There is no great advantage in admitting that one is, or wants to be, an intellectual. (For confirmation, one need only look at politics, where the current occupant of the White House got big campaign returns on depicting his opponent as an egghead elitist, even as he shrewdly played up his own bum-fumbling everydayness to identify with “the folk” and to preemptively strike against those who protested his lack of intellectual fitness for office.) Nevertheless, on a day-to-day basis, an intellectual is what I am—though, it must be noted, an intellectual whose baptism in black religion shows up decisively in my work. But since I’ve been booted out of the pastorate of a black church for attempting to ordain women, and given that my extremely liberal views on homosexuality run counter to the received wisdom of black theological lights, I must confess that my version of the faith might provoke as many cries of heresy as it may win converts. I’ve taken to pulpits around the nation for a quarter century to proclaim my vision of the gospel, one whose keystones are social revolution, racial and economic equality, intergenerational understanding, and gender and sexual justice.

Except it’s nearly as tough these days being a preacher as it is being an intellectual, particularly with the ignorance that parades under the banner of religious belief. (Witness the attempt of a self-proclaimed God-fearing chief judge to plop down a two-ton replica of the Ten Commandments in a Montgomery, Alabama, courthouse, surrounded by a cloud of witnesses unified in their bitter opposition to secularists and errant believers like me who feel that God doesn’t need the protection of the state. And all of this, mind you, at the time of the fourtieth anniversary of the 1963 March on Washington, whose leader, the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., faced violent opposition to civil rights in Montgomery, in the name of God, from the ancestors of some of the same folk who now want to ram their view of God down the throats of their fellow citizens. Besides, many of the protesters—supporters, no doubt, of the death penalty—wouldn’t wish officers of the court and justice system to obey at least one of the commandments, to wit, not to kill. Maybe that’s why King, an ordained Baptist pastor, was adamantly opposed to school prayer: he knew that many of the same folk who claimed to love God would just as well send some of God’s “other” children—those who don’t share their faith or even their race or nationality or politics—straight to hell.)

My religious background has a lot to do with how I see the life of the mind: not as career but vocation, and not as a pursuit isolated from the joy and grief of ordinary folk, but as a calling to help hurting humanity. I suppose, in retrospect, it would be fair to say that one of the reasons I became an intellectual was to talk back to suffering—and if possible, to relieve it. I wanted to be as smart as I could be about the pain and heartache of people I knew were unjustly oppressed. First off, there were the poor, working poor, and working-class black folk I saw in my own tribe and in the ghetto neighborhoods I lived in. Later, as I matured and traveled around the country, there were the people who suffered because of the skin or class into which they were born, or the way they had sex, or the way they thought about it. And finally, as I have learned the world, there are the folk on whom brutality descends because of their color, their native tongue, their religion, or the region of land to which their lives are staked.

Of course, these might be good reasons for becoming a minister, that is, if you embrace a social gospel, one that cares about people’s bodies and health and housing as much as it attends to their souls. But to many, these are poor grounds on which to base an intellectual life. For me they spring from the same soil. The intellectuals I admire most are just as eager to preach resistance to ignorance, pain, and yes, evil, as evangelists are to promulgate spiritual salvation. I haven’t the slightest interest in using my academic perch to proselytize students or colleagues to my way of thinking about God. (Get me in a pulpit, and it’s a different matter altogether, although I am now far less interested in saving men’s souls from the hell to come as I am in inspiring my listeners to relieve the suffering of victims who live in hell in Detroit or Delhi.) In fact, some of the thinkers and activists I am in lockstep with about the way the world should go share nothing of my church or the Bible on which it rests. And, by turn, some of the same folk who share communion with me would just as soon see my way of thinking about race and politics perish in holy flames. (If I had to choose, I’d rather sink with atheists who say they don’t believe in God, yet love God’s children, and show it with the work they do and in their compassion for the vulnerable, than rise with believers whose view of God is shriveled and vicious, and who punish others, and themselves, ultimately, with hard-hearted moralizing, and a cruel indifference to the suffering of the unwashed that grows from the despotic ill-temperedness of the self-righteous.)

Intellectuals have an obligation to be as smart as we can possibly be, but we have an even greater obligation to be good with the smarts we possess. We don’t have to apologize for not being factory laborers, sanitation workers, or even politicians. There’s no shame in thinking well about the mathematics of black holes or the theory of social privilege, about the biology of evolution or the chemistry of genetic inheritance, about the philosophy of gender or the psychology of race, since they contribute to the knowledge of ourselves and the world we inhabit. But as for me and my house—those whose intellectual work takes a public bent, and whose knowledge can combat the plagues on our social and moral lives, and on our physical existence, too—we must consider the plight of factory laborers and sanitation workers. We’ve got to think about those who work under depressing and alienating conditions, and who suffer assaults on their worth in economies that ignore or exploit them. While a laundry list of oppressions, brutalities, and sufferings is hardly sufficient, it may be a necessary start to healing the ills of our fellow man and woman. Those who hurt because of race, class, sexuality, gender, age, health, environment, disability, religion, region, and the like must disturb intellectuals into action.

If the goal is to do more than recite such lists, then intellectuals must join the struggle to aid the vulnerable. I got the notion that struggle is key to the intellectual’s vocation from the communities I grew up in. In the fifth grade, I was transformed by the teaching of Mrs. James, mostly because she helped her students see themselves in a fresh and powerful racial light. My birth certificate says I’m a Negro, like all birth certificates of colored children born as I was in the late fifties. But Mrs. James helped us to shed old definitions and to embrace a new grammar of self-respect tied to what soul singer Curtis Mayfield called “a choice of colors.” She convinced us that we were black, not colored or Negro. Although what Malcolm X derisively called the “so-called Negro revolution” had altered the fate of millions of black bodies, it hadn’t changed nearly as many minds. Black was still considered an epithet among many Negroes, especially those who resented the kinky hairstyles and African pendants and clothing adopted by the youth. On many a day I heard black folk repeat a saw they didn’t realize cut their psyches and history in half: “Don’t call me black; I ain’t no African.” To an outsider, and even to some of us on the inside, it was tricky trying to negotiate the terms that flocked to our identities. And there were quite a few choices, including colored, Negro, black, Afro-American, and later, of course, African-American. Which one you answered to depended a lot on how old you were, what part of the country you lived in, and how willing you were to examine yourself in the wake of a huge change in social status. Mrs. James took us on a whirlwind tour of black struggle. She took special delight in pointing out the exuberant champions of our survival: ministers and cowboys, lawyers and seamstresses, secretaries and inventors, railroad workers and politicians, folk who used their minds, pens, feet, mouths, and deeds to prove that we weren’t savages or coons and that we deserved respect for our intelligence and morality. At the very least, their example showed that we were the equals of our condescending “saviors.”

In unfolding her lesson plan, Mrs. James persuaded me that my skills and talents, like those of our leaders, must help the struggle for black freedom. As long as I have understood what an intellectual is—especially one who rises from a people for whom history is not a blackboard, like it is for those with power, but a skuzzy washrag with grime and stains—I have believed that she should combat half-truths about the people she loves. To skeptics, that smacks of provincialism, propaganda, and the hijacking of knowledge for ethnic therapy and consolation. To be sure, if that’s what we end up with, we’re mere replicas of the very forces we decry as inexorably biased. But such fear is relieved when we consider the context in which our intellectual lives play out. The life of the mind is tied to the public good, and unavoidably, at least initially, the promise of this good is defined by the well-being of my tribe and kin. If there are insuperable barriers to our getting a fair share of what everyone deserves, the public good is diminished. Under these circumstances, it is, at best, a disappointing abstraction of a social ideal that is placed unjustly beyond our reach. The identification of the public good with what’s good for my group has limits and dangers, of course, since at times the public good may run counter to my group’s benefit. In fact, in many instances—say, when the Voting Rights Act undercut the monopoly on political power for Southern whites, or when the Equal Rights Amendment gave women the chance to compete with men for jobs—the public good was served by cutting off an unjust group privilege. We have to be willing to wish for every other group what we wish for our own if we are to make the identification of the public good with the good of our group work. The public good is hampered when we idolize our slice of the social welfare and elevate our group above all others in the political order. Such a thing is bad enough if groups simply aspire to unjust social dominance, but if they’ve got the power to get it done, it greatly harms the commonweal.

If I say that as an intellectual I want to tell the truth about black culture and the folk I love, and thus contribute to the black freedom struggle, I’m not seeking to hog the social good for my group. I simply want to make society better by improving the plight of black and other oppressed people. Our plight affects the whole: if we prosper, society is better; if we go down, the larger culture suffers as well. It’s just as harmful for our society to embrace misinformation and half-truth about black folk as it is for blacks to keep silent about it. On that misinformation and half-truth rests public policies and social theories that take a yeoman’s intellectual effort to erode even a little. God knows what effort is needed to fight centuries of racial distortion and the fear of black identity fueled by stereotypes, myths, and outright lies. The struggle to specify the complex character of black life—how it is far more flexible, durable, and intricate, and contradictory and elusive too, than is usually acknowledged, even among some blacks—is part of the black freedom struggle too. Protest marches were crucial to our liberation; sit-ins and boycotts were fundamental to our freedom; and the court brief was decisive in striking down legal barriers to our social flourishing. But the will to clarify our aims and examine our identity is, in its own way, just as important to our freedom as the blows struck in our defense by revolutionary stalwarts. Neither does love cancel out criticism; nor should it prevent black intellectuals from publicly discussing hard truths about black life that might embarrass or anger us. The role of the black intellectual is to discover, uncover, and recover truth as best we can, and to subject our efforts to healthy debate and examination. I learned from Malcolm X in particular that the black freedom struggle is no good without self-criticism and holding each other morally accountable.

It must be admitted that the black intellectual is sometimes wary of being candid about our blemishes because the nation is in chronic denial about its flaws, even as it can’t seem to get enough of cataloguing black failure. That’s why the black intellectual’s desire to tell the truth is seen by many blacks as naive and traitorous. To make matters worse, some mainstream critics argue that black intellectuals pollute the quest for truth and knowledge when they use it to fight oppression. But if we’re honest, we’ll admit that the quest for truth and knowledge is never free of social and cultural intrusions. Knowledge and truth are never divorced from the ends for which they exist. Even those drunk on a belief in objectivity must acknowledge that culture and custom are at war with the idea of an unchanging reality that transcends our means to know it. That doesn’t mean that anything goes, that there are no moral landmarks to which we can point, that tradition must be jettisoned and history arbitrarily revised, that truth is up for grabs to the highest intellectual bidder, or that knowledge is hostage to emotion.

And neither am I trying to sidestep the paradox of the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake. It is important, however, to rigorously question such an ideal; it is much more difficult to achieve than we might imagine. Even when it looks as if someone has successfully pulled it off—for instance, when Einstein huddled in a Berne patent office to tackle Brownian motion and the theory of relativity—we must look deeper. Einstein had no idea that he would be called upon to follow the trail of his discovery to the killing grounds of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. And even if we say that Einstein simply wanted to figure out the relationship of space and time for knowledge’s sake, that turns out not to be true either. He had bigger fish to fry: through knowing the relation of time to space, Einstein wanted to know how reason ordered the universe. That’s why he famously disputed the view of indeterminacy put forth by Heisenberg in his uncertainty principle by declaring, “God does not play dice with the universe.” What Einstein’s example proves is that hardly anyone pursues knowledge for its own sake, not now at least, and not in our culture, even when they believe they do. We want to know things because we want to do better, be better, or get better—or to do awful, hateful things to our fellow citizens, to get back at traitors, to punish enemies, and to exact revenge on conquerors.

Of course, the sheer pleasure of knowledge, of engaging great ideas and wrestling with great thinkers, is not in dispute—Socrates’s dialogues, Shakespeare’s sonnets, Beethoven’s concertos, Newton’s calculus, Douglass’s autobiographies, all have great intrinsic worth. I am not arguing for a crude instrumentalism to every bit of knowledge; nor am I saying that every fact has to fit in place and serve a concrete function. That sort of thinking suits a mechanical view of the world long since demolished by science and common sense. There is something ennobling about reading lovely sentences that hang together because of poetry and penetrating thought. There is, too, genuine joy in noting the elegance of a mathematical equation. All of these good things need no justification outside of the fact of their existence; their goodness is the reason for their existence, and vice versa. But the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake can only be a good thing when it is a possibility for everyone. Knowledge, after all, is not neutral, neither the getting of it nor the keeping of it, or even the uses of it.

Besides the pleasures it brings, knowledge can also be dangerous, subversive, and liberating. That’s why slaves were legally prevented from reading; that’s also why tyrants and their governments are afraid of literate dissenters. Under tyranny, and in many ostensibly free societies, reading and writing always mean so much more than reading and writing. Even though, despite widespread misquotation, Foucault never said it, and in fact meant quite the opposite, knowledge is power, at least a kind of power that is instantly recognized, even when it’s in the hands of the dispossessed. Dictators and demagogues alike realize that knowledge for its own sake never manages to end there. When I get knowledge, I get desire: I get hungry for the same liberty I find in the books I read, the science I study, the music I hear. I want my society as eloquent as the poetry I memorize. I want my living conditions to match the beauty of the algebraic formula I work. I want my people as blissful and harmonious as the symphony I listen to. I may also want to stamp out the horrors I read about, put an end to the suffering I hear in the music of the desperate, or use what I know to help the subjugated. I might get inspired or enraged, mad or distraught, stumped or determined to act.

Try as we might to quarantine knowledge, it invariably sneezes on us far beyond its imposed limits. Knowledge exists for a lot more than its own sake. The proponents of social injustice, whether in America or Eastern Europe, understand this all too well, but so do their victims. It’s where Langston Hughes reaches across space and time to embrace Vaclav Havel. It’s also why Frederick Douglass said that “knowledge unfits a child to be a slave.” Or, as George Clinton memorably phrased it, “free your mind, and your ass will follow.” As an end in itself, knowledge has much to recommend to the eager pursuer of truth, but even the questions one wants answered—what is truth? does God exist? how should I treat my fellow man? am I my neighbor’s keeper?—say as much about us as about the curiosity that drives us. We’ve got questions for reasons, and those reasons are often bigger than mere curiosity or knowledge for its own sake. What’s often at stake is our identity, our sanity, our souls, our survival.

The pursuit of knowledge for its own sake can only make sense in a society where knowledge, at least the ownership of it, makes no moral difference, and where learning and thinking lack political value. I’m not saying that we live in an Orwellian nightmare where free thought is corrupted and suppressed. Neither am I saying that we live in a nation where thinking is only politically useful if it supports the interests of the state. But the liberty to think out loud as one wishes to, without qualification or permission, is pretty rare, even in our society, and where such freedom exists, it’s the result of vigilant effort to unmask the official story, the enshrined truth. The freedom to pursue truth wherever it leads, at least in social and political terms, depends on where you stand in the culture and how much clout you have. A real freethinker can be shunned or silenced for straying too far from the nation’s political consensus. If, for example, one runs afoul of the attorney general’s pulverizing views of how terror should be defined and fought, he might be harassed, stigmatized, or arrested. Knowledge is never just knowledge, it can never simply be pursued without regard to context, and its results are just as likely to upset as to unify us. All of which is to say that the black intellectual, without even trying, is a threat to a society that subordinates his people. There is little choice as to whether the black intellectual is involved in the struggle of black folk; to be alive and black makes one a candidate for social animus, and thus, a player in the theater of race.

I learned this lesson in Mrs. James’s classroom and in the factories where I worked before eventually going to college when I was twenty-one. My longest tenure came in the wheel brake and drum factory where my father labored for more than thirty years before being laid off and forced into maintenance work and odd jobs, from painting houses to cutting grass and laying sod, all of which his five sons joined him in. My father worked long, long hours. He got as much overtime as he could to feed seven mouths and to tamp down the criminal allure of the ghetto streets for his boys. Detroit was then known as the “murder capital of the world,” and the grisly homicide rate rode largely on the decimation of black flesh in drug deals and acts motivated by severe privation. Both of these forces loomed in the lives of our neighbors, and eventually, struck our own house when, after our father’s death, my younger brother got sent to prison for second-degree murder, accused of killing a fellow drug dealer. My father and mother waged soul-depleting war against the violence that surrounded us, holding out the prospect of hard work as the antidote to the devil’s temptations.

Taking note of, but not completely understanding, and hence, not unqualifiedly supporting my intellectual bent, my father nevertheless brought home encouragement in the form of factory laborers he discovered were also attending college or liked books like me. They were usually young, black (sometimes African) male workers who saw the factory as a means to a larger end: enjoying upward mobility, bettering the lot of their family, financing college, and, in some cases, bringing the worker’s revolution closer to fulfillment. These men were usually active in the same United Auto Workers (UAW) union where my father was a member. This was in the late sixties and early seventies, when the League of Revolutionary Black Workers (LRBW) and Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement (DRUM) were agitating for social change in the Detroit automobile factories that were the bloodline for the big three car companies: General Motors, Chrysler, and Ford. I picked up some of their fervor during impromptu political lessons taught by my father’s co-workers on the lunch breaks they often spent at our house during the afternoon shift. At other times, I caught dramatic glimpses of the social agenda of black laborers when my father and his besieged co-workers walked the picket line outside their company to demand higher wages and better benefits.

Later, when I went to work in the factory as a teen father fending off welfare, and with the hope of saving money for college, I got provocative instruction from workers who drilled the point in my head: learning is for liberation, and knowledge must be turned to social benefit if we are to justify the faith placed in us by our forbears. In between unloading brake drums, and welding and balancing them, I got a strong dose of Marxism, but a homegrown version attuned to the gritty particularities of black working life. That didn’t mean there wasn’t high theory; there was theory aplenty, though it was tailored to our needs and driven by our aspirations as a degraded and oppressed people—but a people who resolved to rise up from their suffering through self-determining struggle. I was awed by these grassroots intellectuals who stood their ground and defended their lives with their brains and words. There wasn’t even a hint of anti-intellectualism among them. They didn’t pooh-pooh self-criticism like some do in the highest rungs of government, saloons, malls, some sidewalk streets—and in major parts of the media.

The factory wasn’t the only place I got a sense of intellectual vocation. I absorbed it in the sanctuary as well. My pastor, Frederick G. Sampson, was an American original, a tall, commanding, impossibly literate dark-brown prince of the pulpit who lived up to that title when it still resonated in the world of homiletics. It was Sampson, more than any figure in my life, who convinced me of the service that intellectuals must render. Sampson believed that those who breathed the life of the mind must serve the people in whose womb they came to exist. His thinking made sense to me because of how faithfully he adhered to his own principle. He wasn’t a preacher who festooned his pulpit oratory with violent grunts or theatrical posing, though he was a verbal master with dramatic flair. Sampson unabashedly laced his rhetoric with the theology and poetry and philosophy he ardently consumed. In the pulpit, he moved effortlessly from Bertrand Russell to W.E.B. Du Bois, from Shakespeare to Paul Laurence Dunbar, and from the King’s English spoken to the Queen’s taste to the wily black vernaculars that bathed the tongues of his Southern kinsmen. Outside the pulpit, Sampson’s insatiable curiosity lead him to devour books and to traffic in ideas, wherever he could get good ones, whether from the mouth of a learned colleague or the neighborhood drunk. Critical encounter was nearly erotic to him, but the joy and passion he brought to intellectual life didn’t obscure its necessary everydayness, its practical application, its edifying repetitiveness, and most of all, its usefulness to common folk.

Sampson believed that his preaching and thinking should open the minds and hearts of the people who listened to him. They should, he believed, find surer footing in their faith because of the words he carefully chose. At the same time, he challenged the dogmatisms of all true believers, whether they were pew dwellers or zealous ideologues. Sampson stirred things up by staring them down: he refused to blink away the encroaching doubts that made belief improbable to outsiders (and to more insiders than were willing to admit it), inviting his flock to wrestle with feelings of divine abandonment and the unanswerable tragedies that smear our existence. But none of this kept him from making the church a conduit of social justice for ordinary folk who might never darken the doors of his sanctuary. And above all, he believed that the black privileged should use their considerable economic and intellectual resources to help those who lag far behind.

It is because of Sampson that I believe that intellectuals must serve the communities we live and work in. We’ve got to look beyond a comfortable career, a safe niche behind academe’s protective walls, and a serene existence removed from cultural and political battles that shape the nation’s fate. But we must be willing to shirk the contemptuous pose of distant observer—undoubtedly, we still need observation, and it mustn’t be fatally intertwined in the events or ideas we’re called on to examine, but intellectuals must at some point get our hands dirty as we help our world become more just. We must even be willing to give up one of academe’s most self-serving bombasts: that “serious” thinkers stand apart from the seductions of pop culture to dig into archives and render compelling histories of events long before our time. That’s all good, but it’s surely not all-knowing about what intellectuals are good for. In a show of remarkable adolescence, and obsolescence too, there are many academics who believe that speaking in the tongue of the common person betrays the profession. Well, perhaps that’s so, but it’s a betrayal we should be proud of, and one that should spur us to resist the tedius professionalism that has noisily ripped through the academy’s upper ranks. (That’s largely not the case for the thousands upon thousands of part-time teachers whose plight is barely distinguishable from any group of maligned workers, and the battalion of non-unionized graduate students who are depended on to teach vast numbers of American undergraduates.)
 


It was Jesse Jackson who once remarked to me, “If you say something I can’t understand, that’s a failure of your education, not mine,” and he was right. No sloppy thinker or lazy rhetorician himself, Jackson knows the intellectual effort it takes to understand an idea so well that one can explain it to the learned and the layman alike. To paraphrase Ecclesiastes, there is a time and place for every academic language under the sun—and for the jargons, obscurantisms, esoterica, dialects, glosses, and inside meanings that attend their path. But there is also the need to write and speak clearly about important matters for the masses of folk who will never make it to class.

There is in the academy today something akin to hip-hop’s vexing quest for the rapper who can “keep it real,” that is, the rapper who best matches his lyrics with a life of crime or ghetto glory, depending on which version of reality wins the day. Many academics are caught up in trying to prove who’s more authentic, who’s more academically hard core, who’s the realest smart person around. That usually ends up being the scholar who is most “rigorous,” and in academic circles that’s often the thinker who is least accessible or who eschews “public” scholarship. But these debates break down on their own logic: academics and scholars who are rigorous don’t have to do work that panders to the mainstream in order to be effective (after all, devoted students can carry their former professors, or their work, with them to the State Department or to Newsweek). Work that can be widely understood or that is relevant to current affairs shouldn’t be automatically suspect or seen as second rate. As Jackson understood, our failure to make our work accessible may be as much the fault of intellectuals as it is the problem of a dumbed-down society.

These are the beliefs that guide my vision of the intellectual—the American intellectual, the black intellectual, the engaged intellectual, the public intellectual (and in a way, aren’t all of us intellecuals in the academy public intellectuals, since universities are among the biggest public spheres in the country?). Relieving suffering, reinforcing struggle, and rendering service are not bad ways to live the life of the mind.












PART ONE
DYSONOGRAPHY

Although I have yet to write a memoir, I have at times written about my life as it relates to my work. I do this, in part, because I believe that intellectuals and academics who have been poor or working class must testify to our experiences and struggles, and perhaps inspire others to emulate, even exceed, our efforts. I also find that the personal voice, when its tones rise above grating narcissism, can emphasize truths that sound needlessly abstract in the academic’s mouth. When enough of these stories get out, perhaps folk who, on first blush, might seem unlikely to succeed in higher education will get a fair chance.






One
NOT FROM SOME ZEUS’S HEAD: MY INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT


Of all the books I have written, Open Mike, a series of interviews conducted with me over the past decade, best captures the oral traditions that have nurtured me since birth. This interview sketches my intellectual evolution, personal odyssey, and vocational development. It charts my path from ghetto youth, teen welfare father, factory laborer, and street hustler to ordained Baptist pastor, Princeton graduate student, and Ivy League professor. I hoped in the interview to underscore not only the racial character of higher education, but to draw attention to the class dimensions that are often obscured, even in some black academic circles. This interview, conducted by the talented journalist and writer Lana Williams, also gave me the chance to explain my rather unusual route to academic success: writing my dissertation before I submitted my proposal, writing my first book before I completed my Ph.D. thesis, and garnering a doctorate and being promoted to full professor in the same year. I have provoked no small controversy for showing my class roots in the academy, and for bringing an unapologetically black masculine style into the classroom. Deep inside—as this interview shows—I take pride in trying to stay rooted in the streets and church sanctuaries that produced me, even as I stretch my mind and soul through encounters with the wider world.




Michael, let’s talk a little about your self-perception. I’ve seen articles describing you as an intellectual giant, a person who has created a rather unique niche, as having one foot in the scholarly world and the other “on the block,” and somehow synthesizing the two. When I’ve seen you, you’ve been very vocal in your opinions on issues or themes outside of yourself. But the little I’ve heard about you as a man, a person . . . how did you pull this off? That “raising up from the bootstraps” thing is cool, but where we’re from, a lot of us have had to do that. Yet you are special and unique and obviously on a distinct path that, on the one hand, you’re carving, but on the other, seems like it was laid out there for you. How did you have the good sense to follow it, to take that dive? How’d you do that?



There’s no question that nobody is self-made in America. All this mythology of the rugged individual has to be deconstructed. We’ve got to get at the heart of the essential lie that America was founded on this ethic of personal and private individual achievement. That has to be scrapped because a form of American Protestant communalism is the basis of discourse about American democracy. Recent studies in American political history evince a strong philosophical disagreement with the underlying principles of this American mythology—that we came here as solo artists and that we developed as individuals articulating ourselves against the wilderness of the collective. That’s really not the case. People are produced by cultures and communities, by larger networks of association, love, kin, affection, and so on. And the same is true for me. I was produced, first of all, in the womb of a family that loved me, with my mother and father in the house. My father adopted me when I was two years old. I called him daddy because I didn’t know any other man in my life. He was my daddy and my father. I’m one of five boys who grew up together in our immediate family. There were four older brothers and sisters, all of whom now are deceased.



When were you born?



October 23, 1958. Being born in what we would call the ghetto of Detroit had a decisive influence on my life and an impact on how I understand the relationship between scholarship and the street, between the world of the mind and the world of concrete outside of the academy. I think being born in the ghetto and being reared there, and dealing with the inner-city black community, connected me to other African American people who were doing extraordinarily important things. Detroit was a vibrant, vital black world teeming with possibility beyond the ballyhooed violence that stalked poor and working-class blacks. It was a wonderfully rich experience seeing black folk who lived meaningful lives, who ran their own businesses, and who eventually ran the city. When I was still in my teens, Coleman Young was elected the first black mayor of Detroit. I encountered in the political landscape powerful figures like Kenneth Cockrel, a Marxist black lawyer who was very important in my own rhetorical development, especially the stylistic etiquette of joining black radical discourse to a powerful social criticism of the forces of oppression. My pastor, Dr. Frederick Sampson, came to my church when I was twelve years old. He was the decisive intellectual influence in my life, with his fusion in his rhetorical repertoire of metaphysical poetry, racial uplift, and classical learning. Another pastor, Dr. Charles Adams, also thrilled us with his brilliant preaching and his exploration of the radical social implications of the Bible and theology. My fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. James, was extraordinarily important in my understanding of black people. She taught us about black history when folks didn’t want to hear that, even other black teachers at Wingert Elementary School, which I attended from kindergarten through sixth grade. My Sunday school teachers in church appreciated black history and black culture and exposed us to the broad outlines of our people’s sojourn in America, which gave us a sense of somebodyness as black children. It wasn’t done so much by my teachers deploying a formal didacticism or a pedagogy geared toward instilling pride, but as they took for granted that black folk could achieve and love each other. That had a huge influence on me. They gave us a sense of helping ourselves while not harming others. We could love ourselves without hating anyone else, including white brothers and sisters. It wasn’t about them, it was about us. They taught us to take for granted the existence of a black universe rooted in a black psychic infrastructure that had no need to pay deference to white culture, embracing all folk while defending black humanity and interests in the face of inimical forces.

That was the kind of world in which I was reared. This framework of existential and spiritual nurture provided a rich background for me—Sampson with this attention to the spiritual needs of African American people, Cockrel with his black Marxist discourse, Adams with this attention to the social ramifications of the gospel, and Mrs. James with her attention to the need for black history and memory as a resource to stabilize the black present and to secure the black future. They were among the folk who gave me a sense of self, who helped to create Michael Eric Dyson, who helped me understand the different bricks that must be laid at the foundation of my head and heart in order to have a healthy identity. So, I didn’t spring fully formed out of some racial Zeus’s head; I was shaped and molded in an environment where black achievement was taken for granted, where black excellence was expected, where black aspiration was crucial, and where black intellectual engagement was the norm of the day—on every level. And I’m not primarily referring to formal education in school. I’m referring largely to everyday life with brothers and sisters who were playing the numbers and playing the dozens. They were trying to use their linguistic and rhetorical capacity to defend their interests and worldviews.




That’s just what I was going to ask, if you had that duality even then, where on the one hand, you were already processing what you were being given, and exposed to from your elders, but I was thinking—what were you doing with the fellas on the street, your peers? That’s what you’re talking about.





Oh yeah. There was at least a duality going on. I felt I belonged to many worlds. I kicked it with the fellas on the street and spent a lot of time engaging the Motown curriculum: Smokey Robinson, Stevie Wonder, Marvin Gaye, and so on. And at the same time, I learned to engage Paul Laurence Dunbar, W.E.B. Du Bois, Paul Robeson, and other great figures. Those interests didn’t develop automatically, but were encouraged by teachers like Mrs. James, who wanted to make sure we knew about Jan Metzeliger and the shoe-lacing machine; Deadwood Dick and Wild Bill Pickett and the hidden tradition of black cowboys; Garrett T. Morgan and the invention of the traffic signal; Daniel Hale Williams and open heart surgery; Charles Drew and blood plasma; and Elijah McCoy and the lubricating cup. Her interest in black life was contagious. At Webber Junior High School, I was fortunate to encounter teachers who were instrumental in my further development. My seventh-grade English teacher, Mr. Burdette, enhanced my speaking skills by encouraging me to become involved in oratorical contests sponsored by the Detroit Optimist Club. And Mrs. Click taught me to type quickly and accurately, and besides that, gave me tremendous affection as a growing young man who had a huge crush on her. To tell the truth, I had crushes on many of my female teachers, starting with Mrs. Jefferson in kindergarten, to Mrs. Stewart and Mrs. Williams at Webber, and Mrs. Ray and Mrs. Carter at Northwestern, almost all of them English teachers. In my mind, love, language, and learning were profoundly linked in what may be termed an erotics of epistemology.

When I got to Northwestern High School, I had a crush on yet another teacher, Madame Black, who taught me French and so much more. She gave me a sense of my burgeoning intellectual power and encouraged me to tutor other students in French. She also gave me a sense that I should use language as a doorway into further investigation of American and African American culture. So did her husband, Dr. Cordell Black, whom I perceived then as my friendly competition! Dr. Black was a professor at Oakland University who often came to pick up Madame Black after school, and I’d still be there, and he’d see me trying to read Jean-Paul Sartre’s masterly philosophical tome, L’etre et le neant, in its original French, a book that, in English, translates to
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