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IF only Uncle Sam could see us now.

He’d roll up his sleeves, ball his hands into fists, and knock some sense into this nation of ours. But he’s not around, so someone else has to take the mantle. Some other proud American has to tell this country what it needs to hear. Everyone else is telling it what it wants to hear—and that’s not the path to progress.

When I was growing up, there used to be simple rules that we’ve now forgotten. The rules served us well, and they were easy to understand and follow. You do this, and you get that. You don’t do this, and you don’t get that. It was just a matter of quid pro quo.

My mother constantly used to tell us, “Don’t nobody owe you shit. You think the world revolve around you? It don’t,” or, “If you don’t work, you don’t eat.” When’s the last time an American missed a meal? When did he doubt that he was the center of the universe? If I came home and told my mother that I was hungry, she’d inevitably ask me what I did that day.

“Nothing,” I’d admit.

“Well strangely, that’s what’s for dinner!” To hell with pork; nothing was the other white meat for me.

Back then, it was experience that was the best teacher. Parents used to say, “I can show you better than I can tell you.” When we were growing up and went by the stairs, all you would hear is Bump, bump, boom! And your mother would go, “Uh-huh. A hard head makes a soft ass.” Meaning: Being a stubborn troublemaker leads to many a spanking—paternal or gravitational. But these days, parents spend a lot of time babyproofing their homes. They put foam on corners, a gate by the stairs, and plastic over the outlets. The kids don’t learn what it means to fall down and hurt themselves.

Every black adult I know has a scar from doing some shit they weren’t supposed to be doing or from fucking with something they weren’t supposed to be fucking with. I was jumping up and down on the bed when I was about five years old. Sure enough, I fell and split my eyebrow open. My mother came into the room and saw me wounded. All she said was, “You know now, don’t you?”

“Mama, I’m bleeding!”

“Blood lets you know when you fucked up.” There was no wringing of hands, no “Oh, my poor baby!” No, my mother was mad. “Now I gotta take your silly ass to the hospital. If you had just listened to me and settled the fuck down, I could have been making us dinner!” I was hurt, but I learned. Our communities are hurting, but they sure as fuck ain’t learning. From an early age, we’re not even being taught how to learn.

I only stumbled upon how to learn when I was in fifth grade. That’s when I had a hippie teacher named Mr. Boston. He had long hair, a beard, and drove a Volkswagen. Mr. Boston loved listening to fucking hippie music, and he told us all about it. He loved karate, which he taught to us kids. I don’t know how effective karate was supposed to be in a neighborhood where everyone is coming heavy, but it sure gave him peace of mind. Whether it was the martial arts or the shitty songs, he wasn’t scared of our neighborhood.

Mr. Boston was one of those teachers that always went the extra mile. Unfortunately, that was often actually the case. He would drive out of his way to kids’ parents’ houses and tell on all the shit that was going down at Avalon Gardens Elementary. Every time I’d get in trouble, he’d be over. My father would have his van parked, and then Mr. Boston would park his little Volkswagen as far up as he could get it on the driveway. Whenever I saw the edge of that Volkswagen sticking out of the driveway, I knew shit was going to get fucked with. He would tell on me all the time.

One day I couldn’t follow what Mr. Boston was talking about during the lesson. I raised my hand to ask him what he meant. As soon as my arm was up in the air, I remembered how my mother yelled at me when she grew sick of my pestering her. “Oh, I’m not supposed to ask you why,” I said, under my breath. The comment was meant more for myself than anybody else, but Mr. Boston heard me.

“Always ask why,” he told me and the entire class. “You can always ask why. Any time you don’t know something, you’re supposed to ask why. Always question what somebody tells you.”

It was the most empowering thing I had ever heard in my life up until that point. My mother may have given me life, but Mr. Boston gave me thought—or rather, he gave me permission to think. He taught me the basis of learning, and it sure as fuck ain’t opening your mouth before you know the facts. From that day and even until now, it was like a switch was flicked in my mind. I knew that I had something. I didn’t know what and I couldn’t tell what would happen as a consequence, but I knew that something had gotten unlocked.

So when I hear someone spouting nonsense, I don’t just disagree—I ask why they’re doing that. When I witness Americans choosing self-destruction, I ask why. Why is this country on the wrong track? Why are we repeating the same mistakes over and over? Why are we so oblivious? It was my MO my entire life. That in itself was enough—until I became a father myself.
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I was working sales at the Los Angeles Times in 1986 when my wife, LaDonna, got pregnant. My $4.75 an hour wasn’t going to cut it, so I needed a raise. Getting a promotion to sales manager required a college degree. Having just gotten my GED, a college degree was not an option. I did the next best thing: I hustled. A dude I knew had connections in the dean’s office at Long Beach State. I paid him $200, and he got me a sterling letter on official letterhead claiming that I was just a few credits away from getting my diploma.

My supervisor, a cat by the name of Ron Wolf, knew that I was full of shit and that the letter was a lie. But he took a chance on me and made me an assistant sales manager anyway, earning $30,000 a year. That was as much as a cop. I excelled so much at my gig that nine months later, they made me a full-fledged manager. A year and a half after that, they put me down in Ventura as the sales manager. I was in charge of the telephone managers, the assistant managers, and the detail clerks. In total I had eight managers and a sales staff of three hundred overseeing Ventura, Santa Barbara, Lompoc, and Santa Maria. In other words: white, ivory, vanilla, and snow white.

My region was known as the “goal post,” since it had never made goal when it came to sales. I was the youngest sales manager in the history of the Times, and the first one to be black. I guess they thought I could do something different. But apparently some of the staff didn’t want to do something different. When I walked into my office on my very first day, there was one of those black mannequin heads for displaying wigs. In case I didn’t get the message, the note attached said, GO HOME NIGGER. I wasn’t shocked. Hell, I’d been called a nigger all my life. What shocks me is when people think we’re a post-racial society. Obama’s election was fueled by his race. The opposition to him is fueled by race—and the deference to him by his own people is also fueled by race.

I stepped out of my office and called out to the entire sales floor. “I don’t know who you all think you’re scaring,” I said, “but I’m not leaving. I’m not scared. I’m going to step out. When I come back, I want this wig head off my desk.”

I did just like I said, and when I came back, the wig head was off my desk. The Times sent its security force down from L.A. to investigate. “I got it,” I told them. “I’m fine.” And I was fine. I had a kid to take care of, and a new house. I just had to hustle that much harder. Three months after I started, the area made goal for the first time. For the next year straight, we kept making goal. As a reward, the paper sent me on free trips—with all these old white Times dudes who hated me. It was a gas.

I was psyched that I could come through after Ron took a chance on promoting me. But he never got excited. “Don’t get drunk on the numbers,” he told me. “Don’t ever believe it. You’re never as good as you think you are, or as bad as people say you are.” Ron always had these little sayings. It was like Yoda and Confucius had a kid who happened to be a middle-aged white dude.

This is around the time when I started doing stand-up. I would do my job in Ventura, then drive to host comedy shows in the suit and tie I wore for work—and I never stopped wearing them to this day. The thing is, these comedy clubs were not in white Ventura or in ivory Lompoc. I had to drive about three hours each way to get there. Obviously it was going to catch up to me at some point—which is why I passed out onstage one night, between Jamie Foxx and a bunch of other young comedians.

Immediately they took me to the doctor. “You didn’t pass out,” the doctor told me. “You fell asleep. You’re not getting any REM sleep, and you’re exhausted. You need to take some time off of work to rest.”

I was a manager so I still got my salary—and still did my shows. I came back to the doctor after a while, still out of it. “You still haven’t gotten your sleep,” he told me. “I’m going to take you off another couple of weeks.”

I got put on long-term disability at work, which meant that I’d be able to collect my salary for six months as long as I checked in with the doctor. That gave me time to focus on my stand-up career. Even though I was still getting a check from the Times, LaDonna and I now had a new kid to feed. Buying a house had taken all of our money. The only place that was regularly hiring black comics at the time was not-so-white Atlanta.

One day, Ron called my wife to check up on me when I was across the country performing. LaDonna is the worst fucking liar ever. She tried to make excuses, but Ron saw right through it. Hell, he saw through my college-letter bullshit, so LaDonna didn’t really stand a chance. “Darryl’s not there, is he?”

“No!” LaDonna blurted out—and hung up the phone.

When I came back to work to report what was happening with my disability, Ron took me aside. He knew that I had been doing stand-up, and that I was just trying to do what I could to launch my career while taking care of my family at the same time. He knew all this, and he understood. “I’m going to keep your benefits alive for a year,” he told me, “and I’m going to keep your salary alive for a year.” He did all that and more. My bonus should have $20,000, but Ron upped it to $30,000 for making goal. If there were any issues at work, Ron ran interference for me while I was gone pursuing my dreams. That window of time was what I needed to make it as a successful stand-up comedian, and the rest was history—or so I thought.

In 2005, I was playing a gig in Canyon Country. Ron came with his new wife. I hadn’t seen him in years, so it was really cool to catch up after all that time had passed. When he went to get us a round of drinks, his wife could not help but gush. “He is so proud of you,” she told me.

I admit it, that made me smile. “Man, that is so nice.”

“You know, he lost his job because he gave you that bonus.”

I could not believe what she was telling me. “What? He did?”

“Yeah. He got fired because he gave you that discretionary bonus and because he kept your benefits alive for that long. Then he got divorced. He totally hit rock bottom. It was a while before he got back on his feet.”

I was in shock. When Ron came back to the table with our drinks, I had to find out what happened. “Ron, my man, did you lose your gig because of me?”

“Forget all that. Let’s talk about something else.” And that was that.

From then on, Ron and I stayed in touch and would talk on the phone from time to time. Eventually, though, I had to find out the truth. “Man,” I said, “I gotta ask you why you did that.”

“Why I did what?”

“Why did you jeopardize your career, your marriage, your everything for me?”

“Well, first off,” he said, “if I had known that was going to happen, I wouldn’t have done it. But I just knew you had something. I knew you did.”

“Man, I can’t thank you enough. I was grateful then and I am grateful now.”

Then Ron, the middle-aged white dude who happened to be the son of Yoda and Confucius, dropped another one of his sayings. “Every time you’re onstage,” he told me, “you have the obligation to tell the truth. Be truthful, be straightforward. Never be afraid for people not to like you.”

Even though Ron had gotten hired back at the Times and had found a new wife, for a while the dude had lost it all because he believed in me. That’s why I take what I do so seriously and say what I mean and mean what I say. That’s why it’s not enough for me to ask why. It may sound funny, but to me this shit ain’t no joke. When I’m onstage, when I’m on the radio, when I’m doing an interview, I have to call it like I see it.

[image: ]

Somehow our communities have gotten fixated on this idea that things have actually gotten better. It’s to the point where they act like it’s a completely different world. We so want to live in the future and not the present that it has warped our coping mechanisms. I would argue that those old rules would often still serve us well. I try to pass on those same lessons to my kids, but I’ve got someone fighting me at every turn: my wife. She lets them do whatever the fuck they want, even though whatever I’ve said has been validated time and time again.

When my son, Kyle, was about nineteen years old, he got into the habit of wearing his pants hanging off his ass. He thought he was so cool. But I knew he was sending out the wrong kind of message. “Boy,” I told him, “you better stop dressing like that!”

“Aw, Dad!” he said. “I voted for Obama!” He genuinely felt that now that Obama was president, we had reached the promised land. I even have friends who say Obama is the best president in history. The only standard where that’s true is on the color scale.

I knew that my son would find out the hard way that that wasn’t true. “All right,” I said. “You’ll see.”

So of course one day Kyle did see. There’s an exclusive jewelry store in Los Angeles that I have a very good relationship with. The owner has been over to my house, and we eat together and we drink together all the time. Our families have known each other for over fifteen years.

I sold them a watch, so I told my son to go pick up the receipt and the money. He walked up to that fancy jewelry store, dressed exactly like I’d been telling him not to dress. When the security guard saw him, he immediately pulled a gun on Kyle and put him on the ground. The store had had two armed robberies in the preceding couple of months, and the guard was sure this was going to be the third. Why else would a young black kid be in there, dressed like that?

When things finally got sorted out, my jeweler friend called me. The man was in tears. He felt horrible. He could not apologize enough. I wasn’t particularly happy about it, but I couldn’t get mad at the guy, either. My wife, on the other hand, got all worked up. “I can’t believe they would do that to my son!” she yelled.

Well, I could. I not only believed it, but I’d predicted it. Maybe I didn’t predict the exact circumstance, but I knew some shit was going to go down at some point for my boy. It was inevitable.

When Kyle got home, his mother took time to cry with him and tell him how insulted and hurt she was. After they were done with that spectacle, I called him up to my room. “It’s a shame,” I told my son, “that you got a gun pulled on you. But most motherfuckers I know have had guns pulled on them. You lived through it. I feel bad that it happened to you, but now you know that I don’t just tell you shit for my health.”

“I’m a good kid!” Kyle insisted.

“The world don’t know that. The only people that know you’re a good kid is me and your mother. That’s it! That’s all you’ve got. When you look back on this day, realize that you should listen to your dad. I’m not trying to stop you from living. I’m trying to get you to live. I want you to be where you want to be. It’s my gig to help you get there in spite of how fucking stupid you are!”

I want to raise my son to face the world as it is, not the world he wants it to be. My son didn’t fall off a bed or hurt himself physically. But I’m sure he’ll remember that lesson just like I remember why I got that scar above my eye. My son actually learned from it, and that felt great to me. There is nothing that makes a parent angrier than when your kids make the wrong choices, after you told them it’s a mistake. And there’s nothing that makes a parent prouder than those extremely rare occurrences when your children do actually listen to you.

I’d always told my son that if he got pulled over by the police and asked questions, to be as respectful as possible. I reminded him about what every black man knows, to keep his hands at 10 and 2 on the steering wheel. That way, the cops know immediately that you’re housebroken. You get the rules and know how things are supposed to be. “But if the police ask you anything that you think is beyond your capacity,” I explained to Kyle, “you say two things. First, ‘Sir, I know you’ve got a job to do and I respect you.’ Second, ‘I’m not going to say one other thing. Call my father.’ I don’t care what they say to you after that, you don’t say one other thing. I don’t give a fuck if you’re forty years old when this happens. I don’t care. Because boy, you didn’t have these experiences. You don’t know this shit. You live in a world where you think everything is great. But that world doesn’t exist. It’s cute, it’s a great notion. The brochure is a motherfucker—but I ain’t ever been there.”

Sure enough, at one a.m. one night Kyle got pulled over coming home from a club. “Have you been drinking?” the policeman said.

“No,” my son told him. “I don’t drink.”

“Where are you coming from?”

“The club.”

“Well, where have you been tonight? Because we had this report …” That’s what the cops always say. There’s always some mysterious motherfucking report.

To his great credit, my son said, “Sir, I know you’ve got a job to do and I respect you. I answered every question I could. I’m not going to answer another question. I want you to call my father.”

Society will tell you that the more you talk to the police, the better shit will be. That’s not true. That’s the kind of shit they tell you on Ironside: “If you don’t have anything to hide, why hide anything?” That ain’t real. Motherfuckers get in legal trouble for talking too much, not talking too little. Don’t most people in life get in trouble for talking too much? When has shutting the fuck up and minding your own business not worked for anyone? In marriage, in school, in church, in the library, at the restaurant: Shut the fuck up! Your dumb ass might even learn something.

“I don’t feel comfortable,” my son repeated. “You can call my father.”

After twenty minutes of this, the police let him go. They didn’t even bother calling me. My son raced to our house at precisely the speed limit. When he found me, he told me how elated he was that what I said worked.

“See?” I said. “I’m not telling you shit that’s going to fuck you up.”

That doesn’t just apply to my son. It applies to everything I say. When I go through life, I ask, “Why?” just like Mr. Boston taught me to. When I see something that’s fucked up, I can’t remain silent because of the sacrifices that Ron Wolf made for me. I’ve worn a lot of hats in my life. I’ve been wealthy and I’ve been poor. I’ve been a King of Comedy, playing to an all-black crowd, and I’ve been a pariah for daring to defend Don Imus. I’ve been a comedian, a commentator, and an actor. I’ve been a “nigger,” an “African-American,” and an “Uncle Tom.” As a stand-up I’ve traveled this country for decades, seeing it at its best and at its worst. And what I’m seeing is terrifying to me. Our culture is at a point where we can ignore one another, where people don’t ever have to engage with others who don’t think the same way that they do. The tools for us to come together are themselves falling apart—and the biggest tool for people to come together is communication.

We are failing to communicate in this nation on a fundamental level. It’s not even political correctness. I am obviously not a PC person, but it’s much worse than being extra-careful about how you say things. We are at a point where people can say things that are nakedly untrue, and everyone around them will smile and nod—and then repeat it, and on, and on. Well, just because a song is popular don’t make it factual.

Communication is a relationship between two parties—and half of communication is listening. I can’t remember the last time I watched a news program or interview show where one party stopped and considered what someone else is saying. It almost never happens. Everyone comes in with their talking points, waits patiently for their turn to spout their perspective, and then the people watching at home parrot what they have just seen. That’s not communication. That’s repetition.

One of the harshest criticisms of old-fashioned education was that it only got students to memorize and repeat names, dates, and numbers. They didn’t get the perspective to know what these things meant. Well, our culture doesn’t even get that far. We’re not repeating names, dates, and numbers, which are facts. We’re repeating talking points, aspersions, and allegations, which are opinions—and dubious ones at that. Shut the fuck up!

We live in the information age, but we’re less informed than ever. The Internet is the most powerful repository of human knowledge that has ever existed, yet we’re too fucking self-absorbed and stupid to actually go out and learn things for free. Why learn something when you can just look it up, right? That lazy mindset is pervasive. People genuinely believe America is the greatest, smartest, and strongest country in the world—and that they are therefore great, smart, and strong. Let me tell you something: Intelligence is not contagious. Shut the fuck up!

It used to be that people would grieve when one of their loved ones passed. I’m not that old to remember that this was the universal reaction. When you got that phone call, your heart skipped a bit and you paused. You remembered, and you reflected. Maybe you cried a little bit. Now people’s immediate reaction is to Tweet or update their status. A human being has died and people run to express as publicly as possible how they feel. The right to bear arms doesn’t mean you need to go out and shoot guns; the right to free speech doesn’t mean you need to go out and shoot your motherfucking mouth. SHUT THE FUCK UP!

I hope this book will make people reflect, and possibly learn something. I’d be very glad if it makes people laugh. But if readers are to take one thing away from it, just one thing, it’s this: If you’re ever at a point where you’re not sure what to do, stop for a minute and think. Examine the issue from the opposite point of view, no matter how uncomfortable it makes you feel. And if you’re ever tempted to repeat one of the absurdities I discuss, I want you to shut the fuck up.
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THE American dream is in dire need of a wake-up call.

The only national consensus that exists is that we are fucked. We’re fucked today, and we’re going to be fucked in the future. No one seems to know the way out of this mess, and I can see why. That’s because the first step to getting better is doing something no one is willing to do: identify the nature of the problem.

Healing and getting better works the same way with people as it does with countries. If you are in denial, if you think everything is fine, then things are simply going to keep getting worse and worse until you hit bottom. When it’s a person that hits bottom, it’s somewhat of a positive: He can turn his life around. He can get the help he needs. But when it’s a nation that hits bottom, there might not be any going back. That means a country breaking up, or political repression, or economic collapse. No matter what form it takes, it means a great deal of suffering on a huge scale.

But our leaders don’t tell us that we have a problem. They encourage us to maintain our delusions. They flatter us so we can stay fat, ignorant, and lazy. Every political leader anywhere on the political spectrum proclaims loudly and openly that America is the greatest country in the world. They’re lying—and they know it. It’s Chicken Little, but in reverse. The sky is falling, but we’re supposed to act like everything’s fine.

It may sound alarmist, but that’s only because the facts are alarming. There is no standard of living by which America is the best country in the world. In terms of life expectancy, we’re 36th—tied with Cuba, and behind Israel. We trail every Western European country in terms of life expectancy, with one exception. In terms of literacy, we’re 20th—behind Poland and Kazakhstan. We sit here making Polish jokes and laughing at Borat while the Kazakhs sit in their homes reading. In terms of murders per capita, we’re worse than such allegedly violent nations as Iran and Libya. We boast about being the world’s one superpower and winning the Cold War. Yet our national debt is at a record $14 trillion, and the creditors are the Chinese. Russia’s national debt, on the other hand, is $150 billion (dollars). We laughed when the Russians invaded Afghanistan and failed to remake the country—and now are repeating their mistakes.

Things are bad now and they’re only going to get worse. Half of U.S. students who begin college never finish. Whether that’s due to financial reasons or they just can’t handle it, that remains a terrifying statistic for our future as a nation. Let’s add to that high school dropout rates and kids who don’t go to college to begin with.

There is a standard by which we’re #1 in the world. We have more of our citizens locked up in prison than every other country. Every other nation, from dictatorship to democracy, has fewer of its people locked up. How is that the Land of the Free? How can we claim any moral high ground when we have so many of our own people behind bars? You can look at that as a gross misapplication of justice, which is evil, or you can look at it as a consequence of a nation rife with criminals. But how can a nation rife with criminals be considered moral?

I am not claiming for a second that telling people hard truths is an easy thing to do. It’s very difficult. A person can’t hear you if they refuse to even listen. I’m as guilty of this as anyone, and the person I lied to is myself. Five days a week, I go for a five-mile run. I used to pride myself on being able to jump on a treadmill and start going with no warm-up necessary. Today I have Achilles tendinitis and it’s very painful. I’ve got to stretch, coax, and pray that my tendinitis won’t flare up if I go for a run. I’ve been running for a very long time, since before I ran from the Crips in high school. It took a lot of physical pain and many bullshit explanations before I could admit to myself that that’s not me no more. I’m not that young dude I liked to think of myself as.

When I looked up the causes for Achilles tendinitis, I found that one of them was being a middle-aged athlete. As athletes get older, they can’t run as fast or as far as they used to. It’s understandable why a record-breaking athlete believes that the rules don’t apply to him. He made his career by overcoming insurmountable obstacles. After his glory days are behind him, he’s too respected to have someone sit him down and tell him that his time has passed. The athlete goes on believing that he can keep running forever, that he’s the one guy who can beat time. That’s what America is like. We’re that fat, middle-aged athlete who thinks he can do what he used to do.

Our recent history is full of examples of us thinking that the rules don’t apply to America. We’re the one guy that can cut taxes in a time of war. We’re the one country that can beat Afghanistan—even though nobody else has. We’re the one nation that can gut school spending and somehow produce an educated workforce. That’s what I see when I see appeals to blind patriotism. It’s saying that we are somehow so inherently different as a nation that we can violate socioeconomic principles without any consequences.

There’s no country in the world that can sit America the middle-aged athlete down and tell him, “You’re too old for this. Why do you keep embarrassing yourself? At a certain point, you’ve got to hang up the cleats. Stop! That’s why people play golf! It’s not disrespectful and it’s not embarrassing. Golfers live longer, anyway.”

We’ve all heard the expression “Put your money where your mouth is.” Our money is in our mouth, and that’s the military. Besides prison population per capita, the other standard we lead the world in is military strength. But are the most militaristic nations the best societies to live in? Nations that spend a lot of money on their militaries are not exactly happy utopias where the general population thrives. At the rate we’re going, what’s going to be left for the military to protect? Burger King?

[image: ]

Every empire that has ever existed has been brought down by circumstances similar to the ones we are experiencing now: overreaching, doing more than they should, and ignoring the signs of their own demise. Everyone thought it wouldn’t happen to them. But when it did, it wasn’t some twist ending. It was inevitable. We need to remember that we’re not the only power in the world. There are seven other countries in the G8 summit, and by and large they’re doing just fine. They’re doing better than fine, because they don’t have to carry around the burden of being the “world’s only superpower.” Being a superpower simply means we can kick everybody’s ass—but that’s all it means. It’s not like being a supercomputer, solving problems with finesse, ease, and efficiency. It simply speaks to our great strength. And who relies on their great strength to solve problems? Assholes. That’s what makes them such assholes!

What does that look like to all the other countries? No one ever dares to raise that question. When you’re a teenager, being able to kick everybody’s ass made you the baddest dude in the neighborhood. But as you outgrow that juvenile mentality, being able to whup everybody doesn’t make you any cooler. The baddest dude in the neighborhood generally becomes the brokest, and it’s the nerds that eventually run shit. That bad asshole never gets it. He thinks his skill set, being able to outfight everyone, is the most redeeming one. Well, it’s not. No one thinks it is, except for him.

To most people around the world, America is a bully that throws its weight around. We’re the dude who gets drunk all the time and starts bar fights, knowing he’ll win. No one wants to be friends with that guy, yet they pretend to like him because they fear him. The instant that motherfucker gets it, they’re all happy that it happened.

“Did you see what happened to Earl? Earl got his ass whupped.”

“Well, it’s about time!”

The vast majority of the world is happy to see us get it. We’re the asshole who finally got what he deserved. We don’t get that, but that’s just how it works. We would rather be feared than respected. We can’t brag about being the world’s superpower—and then complain about having our nose in everyone’s business. We’re the muscle, not the brains. We’ve declared it explicitly and implicitly, constantly and repeatedly. Barack Obama wasn’t regarded as a strong leader until he killed a man, namely Osama bin Laden—a man “on the run” who still managed to have a better housing situation than most Americans. Every American leader is determined to show that we’re strong and that we’re going to whup some ass. In the Middle East, for example, it’s always, “We have to show our strength.”

But if you keep looking for a fight, eventually you’re going to get one.

Other countries have been down this road before, and we can learn from their mistakes. At different points, Germany and Japan were the nations who wanted to be the baddest people in the world. The Germans were so certain that they could beat the world that they tried it twice. The Japanese genuinely thought that they were a superior race. They believed America was soft and that we could be taken. They hit us first.

But now Germany and Japan are part of the G8, aren’t they? They let go of the idea of having to be a military power, and instead they became economic and intellectual powers. They do a lot of things we don’t, like having universal health care and investing heavily in education. I don’t need to explain how well that’s worked out for them. We all know where Japan lies on the curve. Germany outranks us in virtually every reliable skill except for the military. Those nations own a great deal of America. As does Russia. As does China. All these nations that are supposedly “worse” than us are doing all right. Would it be so bad to take a page from their book? Let’s be Europe for a while. Let’s act like Japan.

Damn, I think I’m turning Japanese. I really think so.

It will be very hard for us to change our ways for the better. The only way we can change is if we admit that what has worked for us in the past isn’t working for us in the present. The last vestige, the last thing to die, is the idea people have of themselves. It’s true when it comes to athletes, and it’s true when it comes to nations. As hard as checking ourselves may sound, the alternative is much harder.

Germany and Japan didn’t wake up one day and decide to stop their military ambitions and educate their people. Far from it! A country couldn’t have been more violent than Japan and Germany. Japan is a nation only about the size of California. How bad do you have to be to come from a country that small and then try to run the world? They were not big dudes, but they had some big ideas. Yet they weren’t beaten by bigger ideas. What fixed Germany and Japan’s perspectives was some good old-fashioned ass-whuppings. A bunch of people died, they were humiliated, and they said, “You know what? Fuck this shit! It ain’t working for us!” Violence ain’t so great when it’s being done to you. When you get your ass whupped, you start to change your perspective. So do we have to go to that level before we get it? I sure hope not.

The other countries in the G8 got their asses whupped already. They had the idea of who they were beaten out of them. They know what it’s like to not win. They had to either perish or become something else. They evolved into more genteel, humane, sophisticated, cohesive societies—even bloodred China is quietly making reforms in that direction. But let’s look at the example of Japan again. The denim we wear, the most American of fabrics, is Japanese. We don’t even own the mills anymore; they do. They exert major control over our banking system. They buy all the jazz albums, all the hip-hop albums. American musicians can’t wait to tour Japan, because that’s where they make the most money. The Japanese are the same people they used to be—only they went up the chain mentally.

Americans are also the same people we used to be—only we went the other way. All this time we messed around building up our muscle while our minds got duller and duller. We were the first nation to put men on the moon. We remain the only nation to put men on the moon. Now we don’t even want to go into space. We canceled the program and said we’d rather hitch a ride with the Russians. I’m not going to ride with a Russian to Brooklyn, and NASA is going to go into outer space with them? Are they crazy? Ronald Reagan must be spinning in his sarcophagus.

Our delusional self-image prevents us from even considering certain solutions to our issues because they’re “beneath” us, as if there’s anything below rock bottom. I know a little something about hustling. Two years ago, I discovered that my credit rating had dropped. I had no idea why. I knew that I’d always kept up with my bills. When I called Ma Bell, they told me that I had an outstanding phone bill in the amount of $972. “I’ve never been late on my phone bill,” I told the service rep. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Do you live at 539 Lysander Street?” she asked me.

Right away I knew what had happened. 539 Lysander was my mother’s address, the house I had grown up in. My mother had put the phone in my name when I was six years old. For the last couple of months, she hadn’t paid—and it went into collections. The phone company had looked at the records. They knew that I was only six when I got that phone in my name. Decades later, they could pin it on me without any qualms whatsoever.

I doubt my mother had even asked me, as if a six-year-old would have insight anyway. But we needed a phone in the house, and that was that. In times of economic crisis, people tend to look to the powerful to figure out what to do. After all, they’re used to handling large amounts of money. But the elites aren’t the ones who have to figure out where to get their next meal from. They’re not the ones who are struggling with surviving day to day. So who is really smart when it comes to handling economic adversity? Is it the wealthy—or is it the poor?

No one is coming to bail out Bushwick, Compton, or Newark. When you grow up in a place like that, you do what you need to do to survive. You know the safety net is very frayed—if it exists at all. There’s nothing proud about starving, and there’s no shame in gaming the system if you aren’t hurting anybody.

I was watching the news recently, and the percentage of Americans who are collecting unemployment insurance was almost 16 percent. But if you combine that with the people who have stopped looking for work, the actual number of unemployed people was over 30 percent. Those people haven’t stopped eating. They haven’t stopped getting shoes and buying gas. So they sell weed. They turn a trick or two. They hook this dude up with that dude, and they take a cut. Instead of working, they hustle. They stop messing around in the streets and they get down to business.

America needs to do more shit like that. Let’s put our phone bills in Mexico’s name. We can open an unregistered day-care center, babysit some kids, and keep it off the books. Got a job? Make them pay you in cash. You can get an EBT card and sell it, like some dope dealers I know. ODB managed to be on welfare until he was dumb enough to show it off on MTV. If any man has to choose between some Chinese bankers he has never seen and feeding his family, his family will win every single time. Our politicians argue that we have to pay off the national debt immediately—when people are broke. But that debt is like the small print on the loan application. Would you rather Bank of America be mad at you, or your kids starve? I hear conservatives use these credit-card analogies for rednecks who don’t understand that the national debt is not the same as personal debt. How the fuck are you worried about the Fed owing money when you live in a trailer park?

America has hustled in the past when things got tough. For years and years, gambling was a complete taboo. Liquor was regarded as such a vice that the Constitution itself was amended to prohibit its sale. These positions weren’t reversed because people thought that drinking and gambling were now good things. Those weren’t benevolent moves. People were broke and they needed jobs! We let go of our idea that we were a sober country that doesn’t play cards. What must have seemed like a shocking legalization of sin at the time is met with shrugs today. It all reconciled pretty well with who we are.

Corporations hustle all the time. Lobbying is straight hustling. When GE or whoever gets their people to write the tax code with loopholes big enough to drive a Buick through, that’s a hustle. It might be perpetrated by Harvard-educated lawyers in expensive suits and perfect ties, but the mentality of gaming the system is exactly the same.

The easiest hustle we can pull nowadays is the legalization of marijuana. Legalizing pot would mean instant revenue. It’s not like pot farms don’t already exist. It’s called weed because the stuff
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