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Black Existentialism

Autumn Leaves, and Other Space Oddities

"And if all I know how to do is speak, it is for you that I shall

speak.  My lips shall speak for miseries that have no mouth,

my voice shall be the liberty of those who languish in the

dungeon of despair.  And above all my body as well as my soul, beware of folding your arms in the sterile attitude of spectator, for life is not a spectacle, for a sea of pain is not a proscenium.

A man screaming is not a dancing bear."
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—Aimee Ceasaire

Dedication

This book is dedicated to Tyrone Wilkerson for inspiring a generation. And to Lonny, and all the others that live off the grid.

Special thanks to the jazz greats that formed my poetic flow:

To Coltrane for his tone,

Mingus for his composition,

Bird for his scatalogical bebob expression,

and Miles for his vision.

"Because philosophy arises from awe, a

philosopher is bound in his way to be a

lover of myths and poetic fables.  Poets

and philosophers are alike in being big

with wonder."

—St. Thomas Aquinas
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"Oh, there's a place

deep within my bones,

that calls out for

something unknown..."

—The Nightmare Before Christmas
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"The day and I

grow dark as one."

—Imura Ryushi
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Foreword
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There's a term that gets tossed around a lot these days andI think that is a good place to begin. Decolonize. Decolonize your mind, decolonize this space, decolonized school curriculum, etc. Honestly, I never considered the idea to be inherently intimidating for a white person until I had a graduate school classmate admit to me in a hallway that it did indeed frighten him. Upon deeper consideration, I suppose that's understandable, primarily for anyone still entrenched in the glow of privilege. After all, accepting one's status and seeing imperialism itself as the enemy is the beginning of decolonized thought.

It is time to move beyond phrases like universality, color blindness, and the proverbial "seat at the table." These terms of false inclusiveness only serve to reinforce the illusion of equality and acceptance. This makes it all too easy to overlook underlying issues such as food deserts, unequal medical access, and a lack of economic parity. I don't want a seat at anyone's table if it comes with a lower standard of living and a pay gap. It's not about being against white people, or any people for that matter. It's about fighting oppression anywhere and everywhere it occurs. Mental and economic oppression occur on all levels, and unfortunately, all over the world we are witnessing large scale physical oppression and systemic injustices as well.

In taking the next step against what is now a decently known concept of fighting against the patriarchy, and on a larger scope the dangers of white oppression, decolonizing your mind means turning your back on and rejecting colonial thought itself. And yes, that includes many concepts such as white privilege, male privilege, racism, the gender gap, socio-economic inequity, and lack of inclusion anywhere it takes place. Pair that up with the cultural awareness of black America and you begin to arrive at Black Existentialism.

This book is decolonized poetry.

Black Existentialism is a term that has been used for decades in philosophical writings in the African liberation movement. Many academics point to the work of Franz Fanon in his book Black Skin, White Masks and the poignant publication Decolonizing the Mind by Kenyan scholar Ngugi wa Tiong'o. In adopting the term for a poetic exploration of American culture, I am claiming this term to apply and explore not only the experiences of black Americans, but all marginalized communities in this country. This counterculture movement includes people of all ethnicities, the often ignored voice of the youth, women, the LGBTQ+ community, as well as the disabled and neurodivergent communities. Anyone who relates to being "the other" is part of Black Existentialism.

And let me be clear here, the role is not to belittle or alienate people of privilege. That's simply not helpful. The process is aimed at pointing out the blinding veil of privilege that allows many good natured people to relax into the man-cave of complacency. The entire argument of "if it doesn't happen to me, then why should I care about it" is not only juvenile, but completely myopic in its shortsightedness. This is a social outlook we simply can not afford.

In short, it is not "us against them". That would only promote the same false dichotomy that the powers that be want for the proletariat. A populace divided is easier to control. Commercialized manipulation through the media is inescapable, but let's not make it easier on them. The idea is to identify these false social narratives so that we can rise above them and come together as one. In all things we are one.

The creative energy that is unlocked when even attempting to decolonize your mind is almost a magical experience. But always and everywhere, it is a spiritual one. Spiritual philosophy goes hand in hand with social commentary, especially when analyzing the ethnic diaspora of American culture. So no matter what the traditional European existentialists may have to say about their internal struggles with conceptualizing the "existence of God", the experience of black existentialism necessitates a spiritual awakening, and indeed on some level, an interaction with and/ or concept of God.

Some of my favorite books growing up were Orwell's 1984, Ambiguous Adventure, the seminal novel on Negritude from Cheikh Hamidou Kane, anything from Amiri Baraka, and all the Sartre I could get my hands on, especially the one titled Nausea. For me, traditional existentialism always stood out among other modes of philosophical thought. Existence before essence. It is up to you to define your life. A glaring reality of today is that in this social media world we are largely living the opposite. All that seems to matter is the essence of our lives that we reflect online. But these realities by and large couldn't be any further from the truth. Social media is a tool to be utilized for a specific end, and to be wielded with discretion. My approach to existentialism is less about one's reaction to crisis, and more about carving a deeper understanding of who you are. This book gives you a cross-section of the valleys and peaks of our life.  

Truth lives in existence. And existence lives in our truths. Black existentialism is about embracing your otherness. This can only be done by first freeing yourself from the yoke of colonial thought. To exist as your authentic self is the hardest task. To be comfortable with your existence is the life long journey. The process is one of daring to not only be different, but proud of it. Your individuality is your superpower, and that is something that no one can take away from you.
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The Poems
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"Well 'ya wonder why I always dress in black,

why 'ya never see bright colors on my back.

And why does my appearance seem to have a somber tone?

Well, there's a reason for the things that I have owned.

I wear it for the poor and the beaten down,

livin' in the hopeless, hungry side of town.

I wear it for the prisoner who has long paid for his crime

but is there 'cause he's a victim of the times..."

“...Well there's things that never will be right I know,

and things need changin' every where you go.

But till we start to make a move to make a few things right,

you'll never see me wear a suit of white.

Oh, I'd love to wear a rainbow every day,

and tell the world that everything's okay.

But I'll try to carry off a little darkness on my back,

'til things are brighter, I'm the man in black.

—Johnny Cash

| Page
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Elegy for Poets
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All the last real poets

That still draw breath

Are too busy

Sparking the revolution

To be famous

From words.

| Page

I once knew a poet named Jasmine. She was a real poet, a writer from the core of her being. So she didn't quite fit in at the local poetry hangouts, the open mic's, and the slam venues. She was a real sharp type, like Daria from the old cartoon; angry rant train of thought beat-poetry, that was just plain ol' smarter than you. She couldn't help it, it just was. She taught me many things, but most of all she taught me to trust myself. And to always be true to myself.
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Thinking of Jasmine While Reading Bukowski
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What happened to the young poets,


those wild eyed freshly glazed double walled pottery vessels

of unmitigated passion and radical thought,



The last vestiges of ardor to a porcelain culture

that has grown comfortably numb?

Have they all turned to 'slam'?

Have they grown so desperate for fortune and fame

that they have forgotten the prerequisite heat,

or the patience of the granulated press,

the shoulders upon which they stand?

Such things have no place in pop culture.

What happened to the young poets?

The ones that sit to the back of the cafe, brooding over

Gwendolyn Brooks, or Baraka, yearning to transcribe

a classical tone

into a modern litany of vigor and zeal.

What happened to the young poets?

Have they traded their lotus blossoms and Gill Scott Heron outings

for a shot at an idol celeb?
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Cashed in their Langston and their Nikki Giovanni

for a viral single and an I-Tunes jingle?

Are they gone from us forever?

Or are they just

Deferred?

| Page

There's nothing like finishing a new poem. The gentle rocking mental calm after a tumultuous vision quest of a writing storm; it says "Peace, may the boogie be with you." And I dig that. After a long night of churning and gurgling through thought chains and mental tributaries; toiling past the club let-out hours; I love to sit back and admire the first amber peep of the day. "Top of the morning," I usually greet the sun in some such manner. "Time for me
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