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FOREWORD


“Teach the Bourgeois and Rock the Boulevard”:  Michael Eric Dyson as Celebrity Gramscian




Reputation spreads, and eventually opportunities present themselves to cross over from the left intellectual ghetto to the status of Black Voice for the mainstream. . . . This is the path blazed so far by Gates and West, and Dyson, as usual, is bringing his best Pigmeat-Markham-MeetsBaudrillard act along behind.


—ADOLPH REED





Of course Adolph Reed meant the above epigraph as a “dis.” It was just a small chunk of the flesh that Reed took from his more celebrated public intellectual contemporaries, in what may be the most widely circulated and cited diatribe against the so-called black public intellectual. What Reed didn’t understand then (and apparently has no interest in understanding now) is that the “Pigmeat-Markham-MeetsBaudrillard act” was the whole reason a bunch of us were digging Michael Eric Dyson in the first place. When Dyson’s Reflecting Black: African-American  Cultural Criticism dropped in 1993, a whole new world was opened up for black cultural studies in the United States. I was one of those brighteyed and hungry poststructuralist shorties who found his calling after reading Reflecting Black: African-American Cultural Criticism, and later sucking the bone marrow from Robin D.G. Kelley’s Race Rebels: Culture,  Politics, and the Black Working Class and Tricia Rose’s Black Noise: Rap  Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America, as these texts, and the thinkers behind them, provided a generation of black graduate students in the humanities and the social sciences the license to bring the diverse and competing realities of black life into conversation with contemporary cultural and critical theory. As Dyson himself admits, “I do want to make the life of the mind sexy for young people in the academy and beyond its reach. I want to have a mode of criticism that allows me to be mobile, to move from the academy to the streets to the world” (p. 127).


By the time Dyson’s Race Rules (his fourth book in four years) was published in 1996, Dyson was regularly mentioned alongside Cornel West, Henry Louis Gates Jr., and bell hooks as a member of a generation of black public intellectuals who were worthy of intense praise (Robert Boynton and Michael Berube) and scrutiny (Reed and Leon Wieseltier). A few years before the hype hit the fan, Cornel West tried to make some sense of the functions of these yet to be ordained black public intellectuals, as he argued for an “insurgency model” of black intellectual activity. This model was in part inspired by the work of Antonio Gramsci, who posited the emergence of a class of “organic” intellectuals. According to West, the “central task of postmodern Black intellectuals is to stimulate, hasten, and enable alternative perceptions and practices by dislodging prevailing discourse and power. . . . Instead of the solitary hero, embattled exile, and isolated genius—the intellectual as star, celebrity, commodity—this model privileges collective intellectual work that contributes to communal resistance” (Breaking Bread, 144). These were the words of a man who had not yet become the very thing he critiqued after the publication of his bestseller Race Matters in 1993.


West’s conflation of the postmodernist public intellectual, as well as the Gramscian organic intellectual, is really indebted to the Cultural Studies movement that emerged in Britain in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Speaking about that first generation of cultural theorists who worked out of Birmingham University’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, Stuart Hall—generally regarded as the forefather of contemporary Black Cultural Studies—asserts that “we had to be at the very forefront of intellectual theoretical work because, as Gramsci says, it is the job of the organic intellectual to know more than the traditional intellectuals do” but adds that it was just as crucial that the “organic intellectual cannot absolve himself or herself from the responsibility of transmitting those ideas, that knowledge, through the intellectual function, to those who do not belong, professionally, in the intellectual class” (Stuart Hall: Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies, 268). Not surprisingly, many of the so-called black public intellectuals of the 1990s emerged within the institutional rubric of American Cultural Studies, despite their very specific training in the fields of philosophy, theology, and literature.


If the point was to “speak truth to power” on behalf of the folks in the hood, or as Chuck D put it, to “Teach the bourgeois and rock the boulevard” (“Don’t Believe the Hype”), then no doubt black public intellectuals were the hot hype that preceded them. Nightline, The Today Show, Charlie Rose, TalkBack Live, BET Tonight, “came arunnin’” looking for those fly, bespectacled, dressed-up spokespersons of the race who could put a “literate” spin (“Why they’re so articulate”) on issues such as the O.J. Simpson trial, the Dream Team (both the Michael Jordan–led Olympic team and Simpson’s legal advisers), the deaths of Tupac Shakur and Biggie Smalls, and the Million Man March. Dyson himself became one of the brightest lights among black public intellectuals in the aftermath of the O.J. Simpson trial, providing commentary during the trial (and immediately after the jury decision) for NPR and appearing as the “color commentator” on BET, when Ed Gordon sat down with Simpson after his acquittal. Adolph Reed may be a “hater supreme,” but he ain’t crazy, so there’s some legitimacy to his claims that the high visibility of black public intellectuals does not naturally correlate with the concerns and ambitions of the black masses these intellectuals ostensibly “speak” for. No amount of Apple computer ads with elite black intellectuals are getting black farmers the duckets that the federal government has thus far fronted on. Even Dyson admits “true dat,” but in describing the political components of his own teaching, he submits, “we don’t have to subscribe to such a literal view of the work of politics. Creating discursive spaces in hegemonic academic culture is a specific kind of work that should be valued, even if it is rightly not confused, better yet, conflated, with traditional politics. Such activity has an empirical effect on the concrete political interests of folk outside the academy” (p. 66).


The current generation of black public intellectuals has been thoughtfully, though mistakenly, aligned to the New York intellectuals of the 1950s. Stuart Hall, Raymond Williams, and the cadre of “Birmingham School” cultural theorists are more tangible influences, though truth be told, the very tradition of black public intellectuals can be traced back to figures like David Walker and Alexander Crummell (whom DuBois eulogized in The Souls of Black Folk) in the nineteenth century, and Hubert Harrison and Zora Neale Hurston in the early twentieth century. No doubt, David Walker’s Appeal was a gangsterish takeover of the dominant media of the day, making him a prototype for Harlem Renaissance era figures like Wallace Thurman, Bruce Nugent, and a bunch of the other folks who were behind the “insurgent” periodical Fire! or early hip-hop purveyors like Kool Herc and Grand Wizard Theodore. But what if Walker would have had access to twenty-fourhour cable stations or had mounted a fifty-city book tour? As Nas said, “imagine that.” I make this point only to suggest that Dyson, West, Gates, and all the usual suspects (can’t name them all, though I must acknowledge the work of the late June Jordan) have really transcended the tradition of black public intellectuals, at least in the context that this tradition has flourished during the last century. Perhaps more apropos is the title “black celebrity intellectuals”—media stars, commodities in Ivy League battles to capture the “bigga nigga,” and the postmodern “niggeratti” (as Hurston so poignantly called it seventy-five years ago), who floss alongside the anointed black political spokespersons, hiphop moguls, Dream Team lawyers, and black Hollywood icons, with little distinction made among them, since they are all examples of “black star power.” Dyson admits “celebrity is a temptation among scholars and especially among black intellectuals, given the relatively small numbers of us who are able to survive and thrive in the academy. . . we have to constantly resist that temptation by making relentless forays into those base communities for which we claim to speak” (p. 68–69).


It is in the guise of his celebrity that Michael Eric Dyson has distinguished himself among the cadre of black celebrities who happen to live a life of the mind. Sure, we can talk about his flow (a real black intellectual hip-hop CD would have Dyson and fellow Detroiter Todd Boyd flowin’ lovely like a Biggie and ‘Pac collabo), and how the “brotha” has found a comfort zone equally at home with the highbrow, starched collar of Brian Lamb’s Booknotes or in “poppin’ that collar” with Tavis Smiley on Smiley’s NPR program. Although we all secretly harbor some desires to be the “head nigga in charge,” Dyson’s never been about becoming a black entrepreneurial intellectual, or the black “moral conscience of the nation” intellectual, and that’s what made him “real” for us “thug nigga intellectuals” who actually hold it down in the academy, and the fo’ real “thug niggas” surviving the triple Ps: penitentiaries, projects, and poverty.


But it goes a little deeper than what are essentially surface and stylistic distinctions among black intellectuals. Stuart Hall notes that Gramsci’s concept of “organic” intellectuals “appears to align intellectuals with an emerging historical movement and we [Birmingham Cultural Theorists] couldn’t tell then, and can hardly tell now, where that emerging historical movement was to be found. We were organic intellectuals without any organic point of reference” (Stuart Hall, 267). Though the current reparations movement will likely produce its own insurgent intellectual tradition, the emergence of black public intellectuals in the 1990s occurred outside of the kind of social movement (unless of course we consider the hypercommodification of black popular culture as such) that Hall, per Gramsci, suggests is necessary for the full realization of an organic intellectual tradition. Ironically, the one phenomenon that could be considered a legitimate social movement in the last two decades is the basis for what is arguably the most commodified form of black expression on the earth.


Despite intense commodification, hip-hop culture has produced its own tradition of insurgent and organic intellectuals, who have used the ghetto pulpit—now firmly situated in the mainstream—as a means to speak the essence of a “postworld” (postmodern, postsoul, post–civil rights, postindustrial, take your pick). There is little question that figures like Chuck D, Rakim Allah, Melle Mel, Sista Souljah, Mos Def, M–1 and Stic.man of Dead Prez, Talib Kweli, Sarah Jones, S. Craig Watkins, Ursula Rucker, Ice Cube, Bahamadia, Common, the late Lisa Sullivan, Kevin Powell, Raquel Cepeda, Paris, Davey D, Yvonne Bynoe, Bakari Kitwana, Gwendolyn Pough, Danny Hoch, William Upski Wimsatt, and the often bombastic KRS-One (to name a few) are a formidable cadre of thinkers and artists who rightfully represent the organic intellectual voices of their generation. But as hip-hop has circulated around the globe, so have the images—more so than the deeds—of these hip-hop Gramscians. Mos Def appears in a Pulitzer Prize–winning Broadway play, while his music (“Umi Says”) serves as the soundtrack for a Nike commercial. Sarah Jones, in battle with the FCC over the lyrics of her song “Your Revolution,” has become the poster child for the ACLU and the left liberal press, recently appearing on the cover of Utne Reader. The fabulous “white boyz” Hoch and Wimsatt have become the celebrated icons of the “back packer” set. In every way, shape, and form, these figures are all celebrities. In many regards, these “celebrity Gramscians” are the progeny of the late Nigerian musician and activist Fela Kuti, who wedded his celebrity, proclivity for hedonistic practices, and hatred for corrupt Nigerian leaders, including the late Sunni Abacha, into the global musical movement known as Afro-beat. This was the proverbial “party and bullshit,” with a trenchant and critical political message.


Less the sellouts that they would have been defined as a generation ago, this generation of what can only be called celebrity Gramscians, speaks to the ironies of hip-hop itself—an art form that seeks to neither delegitimize nor undermine the logics of late-stage capitalism, but rather to reorient those logics to serve the interests of its constituents. It’s not a perfect science—I’m not at all suggesting that a CD, or book, or spoken word program broadcast on an AOL-Time Warner network replace the real work in the trenches. But hip-hop, in concert with advances in technology such as the Internet, mp3s, CD burners, and so on, has facilitated a unique moment in which “cultures of resistance” can circulate quickly and widely in ways unknown to previous generations. It is these celebrity Gramscians who are the talking heads—MTV’s TRL and BET’s 106th and Park notwithstanding—of this moment.


For more than a decade, Michael Eric Dyson has been referred to as the “hip-hop intellectual.” Speaking of his earlier years as a teen father and welfare recipient, Dyson notes “to many onlookers, I suppose I looked like a loser, a typical, pathological, self-defeating young black male. That may help explain why I empathize with such youth in the hip-hop generation; because I was one of those brothers that many social scientists and cultural critics easily dismiss and effortlessly, perhaps, literally, write off” (p. 10). Dyson has more than “empathized” with the hip-hop generation; he has represented for them, in the academy, in the pulpit, on the tube, within the lily-whiteness of mainstream America, arguably, more effectively than any of his peers within the higher echelons of “black public intellectual–dom.” While many of his peers have been well positioned to talk about and interpret hip-hop culture for the lily-white masses, dating back to a well-known case involving a bunch of “booty-ass” rappers known as the 2 Live Crew, Dyson has been “organically” connected to hip-hop in ways that many of his peers neither understood nor desired. Dyson has been fond of remarking during his public talks that if he had to choose between high-falutin’ Ivy League Negroes or the “niggas,” he was “representin’ fo’ the niggas.”


The best testament of Dyson’s importance in this regard is the runaway success of his book, Holler If You Hear Me: Searching for Tupac  Shakur, which had its roots in Dyson’s previous book, I May Not Get  There with You: The True Martin Luther King Jr. Many critics have taken Dyson to task for suggesting that King had much in common with the likes of the late Tupac Shakur or Christopher Wallace, also known as Notorious B.I.G. Dyson responds, “We do not have to deny the huge differences between King and many contemporary black youth, but both have good and bad things in common: how they view women, how they borrow and piece together intellectual sources, how they view sex, and how they confront the evils of racism and ghetto oppression.” Even if Dyson’s claims are not legitimate (I for one think that they are), what is the harm in attempting to build some kind of intellectual or ideological bridge between the civil rights generation and “generation hip-hop”? The possibilities of the bridge were realized with the publication of Holler If You Hear Me, as Dyson understood, better than most, that Jesse Jackson, Al Sharpton, Louis Farrakhan, Hugh Price, and the contingent of initialized, acronymed organizations (NAACP, SCLC, CBC, etc.) cannot compete with a “dead” Tupac Shakur for the attention and devotion of the hip-hop generation. By tapping into the myth and symbol of Tupac Shakur—this generation’s most fetishized Gramscian intellectual—Dyson has been the most influential of his generation of black public intellectuals among the hip-hop and post–hip-hop generations.
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America has never really taken seriously the intellectual capacity of the folks of African descent spread out across its terrain. Despite their successes and their visibility, black thinkers and artists are rarely allowed a “public complexity,” but are reduced to the smallest possible “racial box” in order to sell them and their ideas to a mainstream audience, black and nonblack, who have never thought of “blackness” as being complex at all. Among mainstream audiences who have very little familiarity with the black intellectual tradition and its complexity, a book like John McWhorter’s largely anecdotal Losing the Race: Self-Sabotage in  Black America, for example, is hailed as a “brave intellectual achievement,” instead of just a collection of uncritical and often misinformed perceptions about black life. Though Skip Gates and Cornel West have produced groundbreaking scholarship in literary theory and religious philosophy (Gates’s Signifying Monkey is the most accomplished piece of scholarship of his generation), the two are likely more well known, respectively, for narrating a PBS series, Africa, and the “pithy little book” that made West a media star. Though these are folks who are now clearly writing for general, nonscholarly audiences, the mode of authority that they derive in these spaces often anchors them to work that, by definition, is not meant to overly challenge its readers. The small space allowed black public intellectuals was made painfully clear recently when Dyson appeared on C-SPAN’s Booknotes with Brian Lamb to promote Holler If You Hear Me. Admittedly, Lamb’s audience is not the type that would be familiar with Shakur, or Dyson for that matter. But rather than let Dyson do his thing, Lamb reduced him to answering inane questions like, “What’s a homie? . . . Okay, then what’s a ho (whore)? Then what’s a bitch?” These questions reflect a general disregard for the complexity of black life and culture, as well as the intellectual acumen of those who survey and scrutinize it for a living.


Since the publication of his third book, Between God and Gangsta  Rap, Dyson has primarily written for general audiences. It is in the context of writing for such audiences that Dyson has been able to have the widest impact on American culture, though he has been subject to often mean-spirited critiques suggesting that intellectually he was “soft.” In the pages of Open Mike: Reflections on Philosophy, Race, Sex, Culture,  and Religion, Dyson admits that it is “unavoidable that an academic surrenders depth for breadth in making many public forays into television, radio, or the popular press. But that doesn’t automatically overrule the usefulness of such pursuits. . . . in a word we have to respect the genre” (p. 63). Indeed, some of the missives aimed at Dyson from, say, the likes of Adolph Reed, are informed by “hostility” toward the folks who are able to “take the knowledge, to take the profound rigor that is often suggested in such exercises, and make them available to a broader audience” (p. 63). But Dyson does not need to be defended here. Open Mike stands on its own as a response to all those who suggest that Dyson isn’t erudite enough to represent at the big table. In the discourse of one of the many rhetorical communities in which Dyson flows, Open Mike is a “critical beat-down.”


Scholars who do work in cultural studies are often dismissed by some who believe that “everyday life” is not worthy of scholarly inquiry. But they are also attacked because of old-school, conservative notions about “interdisciplinary scholarship.” Dyson argues that at its core, “prisonindustrial threatens academics who construe their interests narrowly and seek to preserve their intellectual bailiwick” (p. 66). Like so many of us in the field of cultural studies, Dyson was likely born an “interdisciplinarian.” Describing the early development of his intellectual project, Dyson asserts that “there are tensions, and, in fact, these multiple tensions define my intellectual projects and existential identities: tensions between sacred and secular, tensions between the intellectual and the religious, tensions between radical politics and mainstream institutions, tensions between preaching and teaching” (p. 12).


Open Mike speaks to the legitimacy of Dyson’s project, as the book is structured to represent the distinct spheres of Dyson’s intellectual engagement. The opening section features Dyson in the mode of the critical race theorist, while the following sections find Dyson in his well-known guises of cultural critic and religious philosopher. Open  Mike is Michael Eric Dyson “unplugged.” In the chapter entitled “Is It Something I Said? Dissident Speech, Plantation Negro Syndrome, and the Politics of Self-Respect,” Dyson announces, “I am an unadulterated black man, ain’t got no shame about it, I’m gon’ represent the African American interests while being critical of them. I’m going to speak to the larger, universal themes of black American culture while being critical of the ways that we fail to live up to our obligation to defend our own people—AND—I’m going to hit themes that the larger American culture can resonate with, because black folk are not orangutans living outside the arch of human experience” (p. 135).


In the words of the pure playas, “Respect the Game.”




Mark Anthony Neal 
Assistant Professor, English 
State University of New York at Albany


















PREFACE


In my career as a scholar and preacher, I have had the good fortune to encounter journalists and intellectuals who gave me the opportunity to air my views on a wide range of subjects through interviews. I conceive of the interviewer as an intellectual midwife, coaxing his subject to deliver thoughts and ideas in the clearest way possible. But that metaphor may not walk on all fours. The interviewer is even more active in the process of creation through the questions she asks, the clarifications she demands, and the new formulations she inspires.


At its dynamic best, the interview is characterized by at least three keywords: explanation, expansion, and experimentation. One may explain ideas that were stated—or poorly stated, maybe misstated—on another occasion. Or, one may illumine thoughts that may have been difficult to digest, controversial, or perhaps misunderstood, even misinterpreted. As a result, one expands on themes declared in other forms; one enlarges on motifs touched on in passing, but which beg for more comment and critical examination. The interview, therefore, is tailor-made for experimentation with new impressions and new expressions. The interview showcases rhetorical improvisation in its purest incarnation: as an elaboration of previous reflections where one is free to try out novel concepts and to try on fresh critical gear in the spontaneity of intellectual exchange.


I am especially fond of the interview because it combines my deep devotion to critical engagement and my love of language in its various modes and genres, whether on page or stage. Lectures and sermons allow one to engage a specific topic where one’s content is in part shaped by the interaction with a live audience. Articles and essays permit an author to tackle a finite subject within a necessarily narrow scope. And books permit one to carve out an intellectual territory and explore it with depth and rigor. The interview blends the virtues of the written and spoken word. In this form, one may freestyle on ideas while entertaining questions of one’s work. In the most electrifying moments of the interview, one is invited, sometimes begged, at other times cajoled, to dig deeply into one’s intellectual resources to respond.


I have been blessed over the last decade by some great interviewers who have thoroughly engaged my work. They have often inspired me to probe my thoughts more innovatively and intensely. They have come to the interview well prepared, which stoked my own creative fire to blaze new paths in my thinking on philosophy, black identity, gender conflicts, basketball, intellectuals, modernism and postmodernism, the Olympics, preaching, hip-hop culture, television, comedy, homosexuality, the Bible, morality and ethics, whiteness studies, Christian theology, jazz music, postcolonial theory, rhetoric, critical race theory, multiculturalism, semiotics, technology, writing, reading, social justice, Islamic thought, cultural studies, liberalism, religious beliefs, capitalism, Marxism, politics, the academy, literary theory, the civil rights movement, black nationalism, white supremacy, self-esteem and self-hatred, boxing, social theory, public education, psychological theory, death, stereotypes, cyberspace, and a great deal more. Many of my students and colleagues have urged me to collect the best of these encounters in one place. You hold the result in your hands.


With a few exceptions, these interviews are seeing the light of published day for the first time. My exchange with the composition scholar Sidney Dobrin occurred in a marathon session one crisp spring day in Durham, North Carolina, a very shortened version of which was published in JAC: A Journal of Composition Theory, and later, in the book, Race, Rhetoric, and the Postcolonial, edited by Gary A. Olson and Lynn Worsham. My interview on whiteness with educational scholar Ronald E. Chennault was published in the book, White Reign, and my interview on preaching and social justice with homiletics professor and pastor Frank Thomas appeared in briefer form in The African American Pulpit. My interview with English professor Laura Winkiel on Malcolm X appeared in the journal, Religion & Literature, and my interview with freelance writer and graduate student Hisham Aidi on Martin Luther King Jr., appeared on Africana.com. My interview with Marc Vogl on self-criticism and comedy was excerpted on Citysearch.com, and the interview with Kheven LaGrone on homosexuality and religion will appear in a volume on black homosexuality.


In many cases, the interviews in Open Mike are rescued words from a larger project—television and film documentaries, newspaper or magazine stories—that excerpted small portions of my speech in their finished products. The writers and producers often sent me the entire transcripts of our encounters, which, understandably, couldn’t be reasonably fit into their films, essays, interviews, or stories. If they had not passed them along to me, these interviews might have wasted into oblivion. I hope you will agree that they are worth preserving and that they might serve a useful function to readers who wrestle with the issues they engage.


















part one
Philosophy,Theory, and Race










1
Not from Some Racial Zeus’s Head
My Intellectual Development






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-lasting 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 Being and Nothingness. He’d laugh a laugh of wonder and encouragement and say, “Look at him, look at his aspiration and ambition.” But most important, he also encouraged me to read Du Bois and Fanon and other classics in black letters. These figures gave important direction to my scholarly inclinations.


But I can’t romanticize things. At the same time, there was quite a bit of pain and conflict going on as well. There was the pain of being called by some of my peers “brainiac,” “Poindexter,” and “Professor.” Of course, it was their way of slyly, sometimes harshly, complimenting what they thought of as my smarts. But recognition and resentment were, in that beautiful phrase of Ralph Bunche’s, “ineluctably concomitant.” To be sure, there was also a hierarchy of virtues established, one that comedian Chris Rock refers to when he jokes in a routine that black folk who get out of prison get much more “dap,” or respect, from other blacks than those who’ve just graduated with a master’s degree from college. I faced a version of that phenomenon, something that is termed in pedagogical theory as “rival epistemologies,” or competing schemes of understanding how the world operates and the place of knowledge and formal training in its orbit. Some blacks think you can’t be simultaneously cool and smart, at least in the sense of formal education. But I also experienced strong support in my peer group. Some of my peers said, “This brother’s destined for a different world than we are.” Others said, “He’s in the ghetto, he’s with us, but he’s got something different. We don’t always understand it, we tease him about it, but we admire him too.” Some of my male peers—I’m thinking especially of a young man named Michael Squirewell—sought to protect me from some of the worst elements in our neighborhood. Unfortunately, that doesn’t happen as often today as it did then.


I grew up in Detroit during the restructuring of the automobile industry. My father worked at Kelsey Hayes Wheel-Brake & Drum Company, which I call his alma mater, a place where I “matriculated” as well between the ages of nineteen and twenty. I didn’t go to college until I was twentyone years old. I had been a teen father, lived on welfare, and hustled several years before furthering my formal education. I had gotten off track from the enabling tradition and heritage handed on to me by my teachers. I had gone to Cranbrook, one of the mostly highly esteemed private schools in the country, located in Bloomfield Hills, a suburb of Detroit. I was dating a young lady from my church, whose father, Damon Keith, was a deacon there, as well as a federal judge and one of the city’s most prominent citizens. Judge Keith arranged for me to take the IQ and entry exams, and when I scored well, I was admitted, even though I couldn’t afford the $11,000 annual tuition, which was damned near my father’s yearly salary. Judge Keith arranged for me to receive a partial scholarship from New Detroit, a local civic and leadership organization, and to work for the other part of my tuition by traveling the forty or so miles from what was then the second richest suburb in the country to one of the bleakest neighborhoods in America, on the East Side of Detroit, to fill bags with food items, and to do maintenance work, for a group that aided the poor, Operation Hope, run by Bernard Parker. Two of Judge Keith’s daughters, including the young lady I dated, attended Kingswood, the female complement to the all-boys Cranbrook. The schools have since merged.


I went to Cranbrook—where I agreed to repeat the eleventh grade in order to get sufficient academic grounding and to get at least two years at this prestigious institution under my belt, with an eye to getting into a quality college or university—and in some ways, I had a tremendous experience, and in other ways, it was a very painful one. I was seventeen years old, and I had never gone to school with white kids before. Now here I was going to school with kids who were extremely rich, many of them the sons and daughters of some of the wealthiest parents in the country. I remember, for instance, doing a report with Bill Taubman, the son of Alfred Taubman, one of the richest men in the nation. I was also the classmate of an heir apparent to Rockwell International, and the half-brother, Robert Zimmerman, of director Steven Spielberg. And at Kingswood, where we sometimes took classes, things were no different, and I remember Ford Motor Company head Lee Iaccoca’s daughter, Kathy, was a student at the time. When I got out to Cranbrook, which rested on over three hundred acres of verdant, prosperous geography, nestled in a city of extraordinary material blessing, I felt like the Jimmy Stewart character in Hitchcock’s Vertigo. My head began to spin.


As if that wasn’t enough, there were strains of overt racism poisoning the common good. This was during the time that Roots was being televised. I came home to my dorm room one evening to find a newspaper cartoon of one of the Roots characters tacked to my door, with the words scribbled on it: “Nigger, go home.” Some students also anonymously circulated a cassette tape about the black students that we got hold of. On the tape, a voice says in exaggerated southern cadence, “We’re going cigar fishing today. No we’re not, we’re going ‘nigar’ fishing. What’s the bait? Hominy grits!” On another occasion, a white student expressed the wish to place a bottle of sickle-cell anemia in the school’s quadrangle to “kill off all the undesirables.” So it was very tough for me. I got lost, did some crazy stuff—like helping to devise a system to dial out of the dorm on a phone without a face, allowing me and some friends to call our girlfriends and run up huge bills, which I had to get a second job to pay for while their parents ponied up—didn’t do well in school, got expelled, and went back to Detroit a failure after being a golden boy. That was tough to handle. Then I finished night school, which I don’t think they have any more, and got my diploma from Northwestern High School.


Almost immediately after I graduated, I met a woman, got her pregnant, married her, and then divorced her. It was a very trying period in my life. I was eighteen years old, she was twenty-six. She eventually had to give up her job as a waitress when she started to show—she had one of those jobs where the waitresses wore hot pants and tiny tops—and I was eventually fired from a job at Chrysler that my wife’s uncle helped me to secure (an unjust firing, I might add, as I’ll never forget my boss’s words, “It had to be somebody’s ass, and I’d rather it be yours than mine”). We were forced to live on welfare, since I lost my job a little more than a month before my son was to be born. We got food stamps and government medical assistance to pay the costs of delivering our baby. My wife was enrolled in WIC, or Women, Infants, and Children, and I stood many a day in those long lines and collected packets of powdered milk and artificial eggs—just as I did at the welfare office, where the civil servants were often rude and loud, making the experience that much more degrading.




Why did you marry her, Michael?


I married her because she was pregnant. I suppose those southern values were in effect—my parents were from Alabama and Georgia—and I was, after all, a church boy who believed that if you got a woman pregnant, you should marry her. I didn’t want my son to be born out of wedlock. Of course, that was a narrow, naive view, but I suppose I had to learn the hard way. But I really did love Terrie, the woman I got pregnant. I just discovered too late that she didn’t love me. She told me two months into our marriage that she didn’t love me and should have never married me. I was devastated.By that time, however, she was well into her pregnancy. So we made as good a go of it as possible for young people who were poor, stressed, often unemployed, on welfare, and unequally yoked in affection. We had our son, a wonderful, beautiful boy who is now nineteen years old. I spent quite a bit of time attending to him. I did much of the night duty. I loved my son and wanted to bond with him.






That’s a startling contrast to many black fathers today.


I don’t know. I think many more black men than are given credit want to love and nurture their children. It is true that I lived in a moral universe with an ethical framework that dictated that one should acknowledge one’s responsibility, and in my case, the obligation to marry in the belief that marriage itself would protect and preserve the family. At this time in my life, I think such a belief can be downright wrong. Still, I suppose there’s something to be said for wanting to assume responsibility for what one does. But that couldn’t prevent our almost inevitable breakup, so after working in a factory, hustling, cutting grass, shoveling snow and painting houses, working as an emergency substitute janitor for the public school system, working as a maintenance man in a suburban hotel, doing construction jobs, getting laid off, getting fired, going on welfare, and seeing my marriage dissolve, I decided right before my twenty-first birthday that I’d had enough, and I wanted to go to college. I had in my late teens felt a call to ministry, and that call, in tandem with my desire to better provide for my son’s future, sent me to school. Plus, my desire to fulfill my early promise, which had been greatly tarnished by the events of my life after being kicked out of Cranbrook, goaded me to take my destiny into my own hands.


To many onlookers, I suppose I looked like a loser, a typical, pathological, self-defeating young black male. That may help explain why I empathize with such youth in the hip-hop generation; I was one of those brothers that many social scientists and cultural critics easily dismiss and effortlessly, perhaps literally, write off. In any regard, there were two people in my church who had gone to Knoxville College, a historically black college in Knoxville, Tennessee. I called the college and asked the dean if they had space for a young black man from Detroit. When he replied in the affirmative, the next day I “grabbed me an arm full of Greyhound,” as Sam Cooke once sang, and took the fifteen-hour bus trip from Detroit to Knoxville. I went to college there and initially worked in a factory, then pastored three different churches as I completed my undergraduate studies at Carson-Newman, a small, white southern Baptist school. I transferred from Knoxville College because I wanted to study philosophy, and they didn’t offer but a few courses in the subject. Carson-Newman was a true baptism in Southern Baptist theology and worldviews, many of which were problematic and sometimes racist, even as members of the academic community encouraged students to nurture their spiritual faculties. But my time in east Tennessee was crucial to my intellectual development, and taught me to navigate some perilous racial and cultural waters.




During the time frame you became a Baptist minister, it seems like there again you were operating on a number of levels. You were obviously fascinated by theology and philosophy, but I detect something else stirred you to commit yourself to that course of study.




No question. I was influenced to enter the ministry by having a pastor who was broadly learned and extremely erudite, who reflected critically on social and spiritual issues and who had read widely and deeply in philosophy and theology. Later on, as a burgeoning scholar, I was also influenced by scholars such as religious historian James Melvin Washington, a renowned bibliophile whom I met in the early ’80s in Knoxville, and the great Cornel West, Washington’s colleague at New York’s Union Theological Seminary, whom I met in early 1984 at Kalamazoo College in Michigan, during a lecture series West was giving at the college. I had driven there from Tennessee, when I was an undergraduate student at Carson-Newman, a junior I believe, and he was a professor of philosophy of religion on his way to teach at Yale Divinity School. Within African American religious studies and theology, I was also influenced by the work and example of scholars like James Cone, Charles Long, J. Deotis Roberts, William R. Jones, Cecil Cone, Jacqueline Grant, and Riggins Earl. These are figures whose commitment to black theology and, to a lesser degree, to black philosophy, had whetted my appetite to study philosophy and religion.


At Carson-Newman, I experienced a growing desire to wed the life of the mind to the life of the heart. As an undergraduate, I was getting quite an introduction to the ministry in pastoring three different churches, and addressing the issues of life and death: I was preaching to my congregation, counseling them, and marrying and burying them. It was exciting, and at times quite stressful, but I increasingly sought a stronger academic vocabulary to express my intellectual goals and interests. Hence my sharpened focus on philosophy, social theory, literary criticism, and what would later be termed critical race theory. But I have never been one to think that religion dulled one’s cutting edge or critical capacities. Of course, if one is honest, there are some tremendous difficulties in maintaining one’s commitment to a religious tradition that says, “We know by faith and not by sight,” while maintaining habits of critical inquiry that rest on relentless interrogation of the warrants, grounds, bases, and assertions of truth put forth in all sorts of intellectual communities, including religious ones. So there are tensions and, in fact, these multiple tensions define my intellectual projects and existential identities: tensions between sacred and secular, tensions between the intellectual and the religious, tensions between radical politics and mainstream institutions, tensions between preaching and teaching, and so on. But I think they are useful, edifying tensions, tensions that help reshape my ongoing evolution as a thinker, writer, teacher, preacher, and activist.


In many ways, I see myself as a rhetorical acrobat, navigating through varied communities of intellectual interest and pivoting around multiple centers of linguistic engagement, since all of these commitments have their own languages, rhetorics, and vocabularies. I view myself as a work in progress, an improvised expression of identity that is constantly evolving through stages and vistas of self-understanding. Such language owes several debts and has many sources, including my religious tradition’s plea to, as the James Cleveland song goes, “Please be patient with me, God is not through with me yet”; my musical roots in jazz, and now in hip-hop, where relentless improvisation and restless experimentation are artistic hallmarks; and postmodern philosophical ruminations on the fluidity of identity. Plus, openness to new experience is critical, but you can’t be so open that you lose sight of the crucial references, the haunting paths, the transforming traces, and the grounding marks of your identity. But one has got to constantly evolve and regenerate, stretching the boundaries of identity in a way that permits you to integrate new strains, new molds, new themes, and new ideas into the evolving self-awareness that occupies your heart and mind.




When did you know, finally recognize that your star was rising? When did all this start to take shape for you, Michael?


Good question. Throughout my college years, I struggled financially. Early on, I had to live in my car for almost a month because I didn’t have a place to live. My pastor would dig into his pocket to help me out. My father was able to give me a used station wagon after my raggedy old car died, but he had no money to give me. For the most part, I paid for my own education. I borrowed money and had loans that I only recently paid back because I was deep in debt as a result of supporting myself through college. I had to make it on my own, which wasn’t new since I’d basically been living away from my parent’s home after starting boarding school at sixteen. I knew I’d come a long way when I got to Knoxville and, after working in a factory, I was able to get some acclaim for my preaching and began to pastor. But in my third church, I was booted out for attempting to ordain three women as deacons in the male supremacist black Baptist church, so I went back to school. I had, ironically enough, been kicked out of CarsonNewman because I refused to attend chapel, a mandatory assignment every Tuesday morning. I was protesting the dearth of black scholars and preachers who were invited to campus, especially after it was explained to me by an administrator that, based on the small number of blacks, one speaker a year was all we could expect.


But after my church let me go—and isn’t this more than a little ironic, since it was named Thankful Baptist Church?—with a month’s severance pay, and with nowhere to land to support my family, since I had remarried and got temporary custody of my son, I headed back to Carson-Newman in 1983 to finish my studies. I received no scholarship money from the school, despite maintaining a straight-A average in philosophy, so I borrowed more money and graduated magna cum laude, and as outstanding graduate in philosophy, in 1985. I applied and got into Vanderbilt University’s Ph.D. department of philosophy, and into Brown and Princeton’s departments of religion. I was interested in Vanderbilt because of Robert Williams, a respected philosopher of black experience, and because I wanted to study with Alisdair MacIntyre, a renowned philosopher whose book, After Virtue,  had recently made a huge splash in moral philosophy. I remember meeting with him on my visit to Vanderbilt, and I remember him asking me why anyone who had gotten into Princeton wanted to come to Vanderbilt to study. I told him I was wrestling with whether to become a philosopher with an interest in religion, or a scholar of religion who took philosophy seriously. His eyes lit up, and he uttered, “That’s precisely the question you must answer.”


I decided on the latter course, and after visiting Brown and Princeton, I chose to attend Princeton. But there was a snag: Carson-Newman refused to release my final transcript to Princeton because I owed them money, a little more than $7,000, a sum that I knew wouldn’t exist if they had given me the scholarship help I thought I deserved. I was quite nervous until a dean at Princeton’s graduate school told me that I could come to Princeton without my final grades, since they had already accepted me on my documented performance. It was the closing of a widely gyrating circle of promise that had begun in the ghetto of Detroit where my teachers, my pastor, and some of my peers had foreseen, and in many cases, through their contributions, had assured my success. I realized at Princeton, as great a school as it is, that my being there was nothing less than what I should be doing in living out the early promise that they—my teachers, pastor, and peers— detected in me.


As a second-year graduate student at Princeton in 1987, I began to write professionally, if by that it is meant that one is compensated for one’s work. I wrote for religious journals of opinion, for newspapers, for scholarly journals, and for mass-market magazines, much of this before completing my master’s degree in 1991 and my Ph.D. in 1993. In fact, I wrote the lead review essay in the New York Times Book Review, which ran longer than five thousand words, when they had such a feature in the book review back in 1992. I had begun to write book reviews for the New York Times in 1990, along with reviews for the Chicago Tribune book review. I wrote the “Black America” column for the left-wing Z Magazine in the late ’80s and early ’90s, which I inherited from Cornel West, and during this time, I also wrote op-eds for The  Nation and later for the New York Times, Washington Post, Chicago Tribune, Los  Angeles Times, and other papers. I also wrote essays and chapters for several books. So I guess I took off pretty quickly after hitting graduate school, which, while not unique, I suppose was nonetheless rare enough. Interestingly enough, I ended up writing my first book, Reflecting Black, before I wrote my Ph.D. thesis. That fact encouraged me to complete my degree before my book was published in 1993. In fact, I received my Ph.D. from Princeton in June 1993, and my book was printed in late May 1993, and published later in June. I just made it!






But weren’t there some highly unusual circumstances surrounding your dissertation, particularly the fashion in which you completed it? Rumor has it that your legend still lives at Princeton because of how you finished.




Well, I don’t know if legend is quite the word; infamy may be more like it. The usual process of completing one’s dissertation is the submission to one’s doctoral committee of a prospectus, a document that details and outlines one’s proposed thesis, which can run up to twenty, thirty, or sometimes forty pages. After one is subject to a long, maybe three-hour, oral examination by one’s committee members, other professors, and one’s peers, one is asked to step out of the room while the committee votes to accept or reject one’s prospectus. If it is accepted, often with recommendations for changes, you are then permitted to go about the business of working on the dissertation, which might take anywhere from two to ten years to complete. You then submit the thesis to your committee (which responds with challenges and changes that are integrated into your work), sit for a final oral examination, and, hopefully, your dissertation is approved.


My committee included Cornel West, whose name I had submitted to a search committee to direct the Afro-American Studies program at Princeton before I left to run an antipoverty project and teach at Hartford Seminary in 1988; Jeffrey Stout, a well-respected religious ethicist, and the teacher with whom I spent the most time in the rigors of writing and rewriting papers, taking courses, and critically reading challenging books; and Albert Raboteau, the well-regarded religious historian and author of the classic work Slave Religion. Well, I submitted my prospectus in April 1993, and after a three-hour public oral examination, consisting of close questioning by my committee members and a few others in attendance, I was asked to leave the room. Upon being invited back in and taking my seat at the head of the examining table, I was informed that I had passed and that my prospectus had been approved.


Needless to say, I was quite happy, but for more than the usual reasons of having one’s intellectual work approved by one’s teachers. I had an even bigger investment than usual because of a big risk I had taken. As my teachers, and the others in attendance, verbally congratulated me from where they sat, I reached under the table and pulled out my completed dissertation, handed copies to my committee members, and said, “Here it is.” It is true that that was an electrifying moment. There was a collective gasp that was articulated, an “ah” that reverberated through the room, with some of the folk, including members of my committee, clearly stunned. I realized that it was a big risk to do what I had done. After all, they could have rejected my prospectus or asked for huge changes that would have necessitated significant revision of my work. Fortunately, it was approved, and after I submitted my thesis, I responded to the criticisms, integrated them into the final version of my dissertation, sat for my final oral examination, and was awarded my doctoral degree. And it is true that after my prospectus performance, some of my colleagues cornered me and said, “Day-am,” in the black vernacular, “that was unbelievable.” And when I came back to defend my dissertation in my final oral examination, some of my peers said that I had become a legend in the department. I’m just glad that things turned out the way they did.






But your legend doesn’t stop there. You also had a meteoric rise in academe for one so young. Didn’t you get your Ph.D. in 1993, and in the very next year, you received tenure at Brown, also an Ivy League university, and became a full professor at the University of North Carolina? That’s almost unheard of in conservative academic circles, where promotion through the ranks often takes years and years.




Yes, that’s true. I had been pretty much teaching full time since 1989, when I left Hartford Seminary to become an instructor of ethics, philosophy, and cultural criticism at Chicago Theological Seminary. I taught at CTS for three years, two as an instructor, and when I completed my master’s degree in 1991, I got promoted to an assistant professor. I left CTS in 1992 to become an assistant professor of American civilization and Afro-American Studies at Brown. In 1993, as you know, I received my Ph.D. from Princeton, and my first book, Reflecting Black, was published and received favorable critical attention from both the academy and the broader public, and I was offered several teaching positions, including offers from Northwestern and Chapel Hill. Because of those offers, Brown sped up my tenure decision by about six years, since one normally receives tenure in one’s seventh year.


I was extremely gratified to be awarded tenure at Brown and, as it turns out, at Chapel Hill. (Northwestern offered me tenure too, but the president intervened and told me I could come to the university and essentially “try out” for two years; and if after that time I fulfilled my promise, then I would be awarded tenure. He based his decision, he said, on the fact that he had never known a scholar to be awarded tenure less than a year after he completed his Ph.D., with one exception—a scholar who would go on to win a Nobel Prize in economics. I shot back that, first, no one knew at the time the scholar was awarded tenure that he would receive the Nobel Prize, so the decision to grant him tenure was, by those terms at least, a risk, and second, since the president couldn’t be sure that I wouldn’t achieve equal prominence in my field, it made no sense to deny me tenure either. Needless to say, I rejected Northwestern’s offer.) Chapel Hill made the extraordinary step of offering me tenure and a full professorship, in light of the fact that I had completed my next book, which would be published shortly, a study of Malcolm X.




Wait. If it normally takes seven years to get tenure in the first place, it must take at least another seven years, if not longer, to become a full professor, right?


Well, it certainly can. After seven years, a scholar who successfully obtains tenure is usually made an associate professor. When you write the next book or two, depending on where you teach, you can be granted full professorship. And that may take seven to ten years, or in some cases not quite as long, and in other cases, significantly longer. So yes, it’s safe to say that I was fortunate enough to do in a year what can in other circumstances take as long as seventeen to more than twenty years to achieve. In a way, I have been driven by the sense that I have to make up for lost time, which, ironically enough, has put me ahead of the pace of some of my peers. Plus, I felt a sense of responsibility to my peers from my old neighborhood who will never be able to achieve at the levels I have enjoyed, not because they aren’t talented, but because they lack opportunity. Or, on my block, most of them are either in prison or dead. I felt blessed by God, and I didn’t want to blow it. Plus, a lot of the early writing and speaking I did—which, as it turns out, helped me to climb the academic ladder rapidly—was not only driven by a sense of vocation, but was done as well in the desperate attempt to raise funds for my brother Everett’s defense against the charge, and later the conviction, of second-degree murder. Almost the month after I landed in Chicago to teach at CTS, Everett was accused of murdering a young black man in Detroit. I believe he is innocent, and I have expended quite a few resources in trying to prove his innocence, and to free him from prison. He’s been there now for eight years. That has given me great incentive to work as hard as I can, and of course, I’m sure there’s a good bit of survivor guilt involved as well.






Have you ever talked with John Edgar Wideman? He crossed my mind; as you know, he’s had a similar circumstance with his brother.


We’ve talked, but not about our brothers. Yes, he too has had to deal with that strange and haunting reality that often morphs into a tragic trope of black existence: one brother a prisoner, the other a professor. One of you free to move, the other one caged like an animal. The effect of that thought on one’s psyche is like an enormous downward gravitational pull. But I’m grateful to God for the ability to be able to do what I do, because I know it’s a tremendous gift and pleasure and leisure to be able to write and think. And I work hard, traveling around the country giving lectures, speeches, and sermons, writing books, articles, and essays, just trying, as the hip-hoppers say, “to represent.” So I spend long hours at what I do, but I’m not complaining. I’m a well-paid, highly visible black public intellectual who is grateful for what God has done for him and who wants to pass it on to somebody else. I don’t want to keep it for myself. I want to make sure that other people get a chance to express their talents and their visions. I have no desire to be the HNIC, or the “head nigger in charge.”








Do you get a sense of that . . . when you are in your flow . . . do you know the impact you’re having on a room?




That’s a good question. Let’s not have any false modesty: I’m a public speaker and I’ve been trained from a very young age in the art of verbal articulation. I’ve been seasoned to engage at the highest level of oral expression. So, I’m experienced enough to know when I’m hitting my target and when I’m missing it. There are times when I can feel the electricity of getting things right, because I’ve known when I failed [laughs]. I know what that feels like. And even when other people think I’ve done well, I often feel a great need for improvement. There have been very few times when I feel like I absolutely nailed it. There are some moments when I know I’m “representin’” because I know I’m a vehicle. I’m a vessel. My religion teaches me that the gift is not in the vehicle, but in the giver of the gift. I honestly hope to be an instrument of the Lord. I hope that I’m an instrument of God. And I hope, therefore, that I work hard to stimulate the gift God gave me. I’m constantly striving to get better, to get clearer, sharper, and more eloquent. I think one of the ways that occurs is through testing ourselves in situations where people are unpersuaded by our beliefs and we have to make a case for them with as much passion and precision as possible. Crossing swords rhetorically is a great joy to me, and often a great learning experience.


At the same time, I’m attempting to excel at the height of my profession and at the top of my game, like Michael Jordan. I have no bones about that. I want to represent on that level where people go, “DAMN, did you hear what that brother said?” ‘Cause I want young people to say it ain’t just got to be about sport, it doesn’t just have to be about some athletic achievement— as great as that may be—or about Oprah or Bill Cosby, as great and ingenious as they are at what they do. I want young people to say the same thing about intellectual engagement. I want them to have a desire to deploy a variety of jargons, grammars, rhetorics, languages, and vocabularies to articulate views in defense of African American or marginalized identities, as I attempt to do. I want young people to say, as the folk in the ’60s and ’70s used to say, “Got to be mo’ careful,” in admiration of such linguistic and intellectual skill. Not for show, but for war, against ignorance, misery, and oppression. I want young folk to say, “I wish I could do that, I wish I could be like Mike!” I have no qualms in hoping for that, because I want to seduce young people into excellence, since they’ve often been sabotaged by mediocrity. I have no reservations in seeking to inspire young people to do what I do, only better. So I constantly strive to deepen my vision, broaden my intellectual reach, and expand my repertoire of verbal skills. And at times, you feel the pleasures of the palpable responses you evoke in those who hear or read you.


On the other hand, you’re always surprised by people who claim you have influenced them, because you can never accurately or adequately measure such a thing. We are prevented by circumstance and environment and context from knowing the true nature of our own influence, which is why we should really remain structurally humble. Not falsely modest, but structurally humble. For me that means if I am wielding influence, it is because I have tried to be faithful to the gifts God has given to me. Structural humility means that as a matter of principle, we remain cognizant of the need to check our arrogance and bridle our vanity. This recognition must be the very foundation, the very structure, of our public activity, to keep us from taking credit for what only God can give. To be sure, we never know the full extent of our influence, which is why we should also attempt to be vigilant in exercising our gifts. As the rapper Guru says, we never know when someone is watching or listening. I’ve had people around the country, folk who read my books, articles, and essays, or hear my sermons, lectures, or commentary on radio or television, tell me that something I’ve said or done has changed their lives. That’s a huge responsibility, and we’ve got to accept it as part of our duties as public intellectuals. And such responsibility doesn’t stop at our national borders. I just got a letter from Japan, and some intellectuals want me to come there because they think I’m doing important cultural criticism. And I’ve just fielded an invitation from London to speak on religion, and from Italy to speak on politics, and from Cuba to talk about African American culture and politics.


In light of all of this, structural humility is surely in order. The best we can do is to represent the truth as honestly and clearly as we understand it, with all the skills at our disposal. Of course, nothing I’m saying means we can’t feel good about our achievements, or about the influence we might wield. From my perspective, if we truly believe that our vocations are manifestations of ultimate purpose, we’ll want to do our level best to stay at the top of our games as an acknowledgment of the gifts God has given us.






One last thing that ties in is how you’ll be able to do that. I can see very clearly your intellectual path. But how are you going to be able to keep your hand on the pulse of the street, because by necessity . . . it doesn’t have anything to do with your commitment . . . but, like you said, Japan, Italy, universities, busy . . . How do you maintain that connection? I know that’s vital to you.






It is vital. That’s one reason I still spend so much of my time on Sunday mornings preaching, and going into communities as a public intellectual and political activist.



 

You ever just go walk through the neighborhoods?


Lord yes. When I go to neighborhoods all over this country, I’m trying to find the barbecue shack. I’m trying to find where the Negroes hang out. I hang with the bloods. I want the local color, the local flavor, what Geertz calls local knowledge, because black folks are so diverse and profoundly complex, even if we have similarities that bind us together. Black folks fascinate me. I want to continue to learn about us: the different vernaculars we have in different regions; the different ideological and political subcultures we generate; the varied contexts that shape our cultural identities; the varied sexualities we express, especially beneath the radar of racial correctness or mainstream propriety; and the inflections of the black diaspora in our food, fashion, and faith. So, I’m constantly trying to learn more wherever I go. Of course, one of the critiques of intellectuals I often hear is that we’re out of touch with “the folk.” Well, when I preach, I’m reaching “the folk.” Those critics who say that intellectuals per se—not particular intellectuals, mind you, but intellectuals as a category—are out of touch, have often stereotyped “the folk.” Further, they feel free to speak for, and identify with, “the folk,” and they feel free to attack intellectuals in the name of “the folk.” But I’ve often discovered that “the folk”—these very souls whom critics seek to protect through claims of our irrelevance—are hungry for intellectual engagement.


In the meantime, “the folk” are out-reading, out-thinking, and out-intellectualizing the very people who quite defensively and condescendingly argue in their name that they won’t get what we’re doing, won’t understand what we’re up to, or will be automatically suspicious of our aspirations. Now don’t get me wrong; there is more than enough warrant for the skepticism, perhaps even the cynicism, which some folk harbor toward intellectuals who’ve earned the titles Irrelevant, Pedantic, Didactic, or Condescending. On the other hand, when intellectuals prove that they’re serious about helping people think deeply and clearly about the problems they confront, their advice, insight, and analysis is more than welcomed by “the folk.” I think we have to stop essentializing the folk, as if it’s some mythic community. Well, I’m the folk. They’re the folk. So my preservation of connection is through the immediate context of preaching, teaching, and activist politics, as well as hanging out in the ‘hood and going to the barber shop and the barbecue joint and hanging with “the niggas.” And not for ethnographic titillation or anthropological voyeurism, but as a legitimate participant in vibrant black folk culture, the kind from which I sprang and in which I feel most comfortable.


I can’t tell you how many black folk I’ve met who’ve said, “Brother, we read your book, keep on writing,” or, “We saw you on TV, keep on speaking.” And these are ordinary, average people, the so-called folk from whom ostensible grassroots gatekeepers attempt to divide us, almost by ontological fiat, as if we’re a different species of people. These black folk say to me, “Man, you’re speaking to white folk, you’re speaking to black folk, you’re keeping it real on a level we often don’t see.” That makes me feel good, when black folk say I’m speaking brilliantly, insightfully, intelligently. But that doesn’t mean I can’t disagree with what the majority of black folk think, that I’m somehow locked into a rigid perspective because I am committed to their amelioration. I love black folk, which is why I ain’t afraid of them. I’m not afraid to disagree with mass black opinion, to call into question beliefs, habits, dispositions, traditions, and practices that I think need to be criticized. I seek to speak truth to power in love, as the Bible suggests. I seek to address the high and low, those on the inside and those locked out. That’s my obligation and lifelong objective.




Interview by Lana Williams 
Durham, North Carolina, 1997
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Textual Acts and Semiotic Gestures
Race,Writing, and Technotopia




Recently, conversations regarding what role universities play in larger communities have become prolific. Some scholars have argued that the walls dividing academics from the “real world” are false and that the university is as much the real world as any other site. Others have adamantly sought ways to maintain and strengthen the protective walls of the ivory tower, insisting that what gets done in the academy is somehow more virtuous because it is cerebral. Michael Eric Dyson, known as the “hip-hop public intellectual,” has emerged as a vocal radical who seeks to bring the intellectual work of the academy to mass culture in ways that not only encourage political action but also maintain academic integrity. For Dyson, doing this involves getting one’s hands dirty and taking one’s work to sites outside the academy. He says, “A geography of destiny is shaped by parochial views of the appropriate intellectual terrain one occupies, and that usually means valorizing the university as the exclusive site of legitimate academic work. We in the academy, especially on the left, love to talk about transgression, speaking of it in intellectual and symbolic terms, but we don’t want to engage in such transgression literally or epistemologically.”


Dyson is by trade a preacher and teacher. His books and articles appear in scholarly forums, religious forums, and the popular press; they address issues that range from critiques of rap music to critical readings of Malcolm X to cultural theory to the examination of religious values. His voice is heard by many in the academy and many more outside its walls. It is to this end that Dyson works. He is clear: “I want to speak to the academy in very powerful and interesting ways, but I don’t want to be limited to the academy.” For Dyson, what goes on outside of the academy is of tremendous consequence, and in the conversation that follows, he’s adamant about our need to talk about how race and discussions of race affect people on both sides of the academic wall.


What many will find interesting about Dyson’s relational view of the university and the outside world is that he sees great importance in the kinds of theoretical work that get done in the university. For Dyson, theory becomes the avenue by which important questions get asked; yet, he contends that those questions do not need to be asked in ways that deny nonacademics access to the answers. At the forefront of Dyson’s agenda is a push for academic and mass-cultural discussions to better inform each other. This gets done, he argues, through public intellectualism. For Dyson, the job of the public intellectual—the black public intellectual, in particular—is to be a “paid pest” whose function is to disrupt and intervene in conversations in ways that are disturbing and that force people to ask “why they frame the questions in the way that they do or why they make the analysis they do.”


For Dyson, disrupting notions of race and multiculturalism helps us understand how issues of race, gender, class, and culture get constructed. He is critical of the “market multiculturalism” that inhabits American universities, contending that the rough edges and discomforting moments of race and multiculturalism are smoothed over in the versions universities promote; they lack the raw vitality and danger that should be associated with issues of conflict. However, he makes plain that the ways in which multiculturalism and issues of race are safely broached in classrooms are critically important. Dyson is clear that he would rather see conflicts of race break out in safe contestations in classrooms than not be discussed at all, and that he would rather see classroom approaches to race and multiculturalism than many of the violent ways in which race gets “debated” in the street. When he talks of the conflict of race and culture, his metaphors reflect this violence and his wish for race to break out in classrooms so that it “wounds our most cherished expectations” of the safety of classroom multiculturalism.


What compositionists will notice immediately about Dyson is his acute awareness of how language comes to the fore in matters of race. He is self-conscious of the language he uses and the ways in which he addresses different audiences. But he is also cognizant of how theoretical approaches to understanding discourse and writing affect the epistemological ways in which race, gender, class, and ideology get constructed. Dyson identifies this intellectual engagement with language as having powerful implications in redefining the relationship between the work that gets done in the academy and the lives of people outside of its borders. Dyson seeks to make the intellectual projects of the academy available to the masses in accessible ways in order to enact change and to reenvision how the world views race, class, gender, and the other constructs that shape our thinking about difference.








In Reflecting Black you write: “The desire for literacy has characterized the culture of African Americans since their arrival here under the myriad brutalities of slavery. Although reading and writing were legally prohibited, black folk developed a resourceful oral tradition that had cultural precedence in African societies . . . black folk generated an oral tradition that expressed and reinforced their cultural values, social norms, and religious beliefs. . . . Even with the subsequent development of literate intellectual traditions, a resonant orality continues to shape and influence cultural expression” (31). You are a prolific writer; your work appears in scholarly forums, major newspapers, popular magazines, religious forums, and so on. How important has writing become in the tradition of black storytelling, in shaping and influencing black cultural expression? How do you think of writing in the larger scopes of black narrative?




I think that writing has become extraordinarily important in terms of black storytelling, and in shaping and influencing black cultural expression, especially because of the centrality of narrative. The narrativity of black experience— the way that stories shape self-understanding and enable self-revelation— is powerfully glimpsed in creative forms, particularly autobiographical narratives, which constitute the attempt of the race to state, and then move forward to, its goal of survival through the individual literacy of representative figures. That goal is enhanced and revealed in stories of “overcoming odds,” of rising “up from slavery,” and of coming “out of the ghetto.” Narrativity is an extraordinarily important component of self-understanding. It plays a crucial role in how African Americans form their identities, especially in the postmodern moment.


I think that writing per se—the capacity of people to reflect critically upon their experiences and then filter those experiences through the lens of a composed text—certainly shapes self-expression in a way different from, say, oral expression. In other words, as Ali Mazrui, the Africanist scholar, says, there is, strictly speaking, something deeply conservative about the oral form because it only preserves what people remember, and more important, what they’ve chosen to weave into the fabric of their collective memory. The oral form is crucial to the cultural and racial identity of the tribe, the group, and the polis, and preserves the political and ethnic imagination that grounds communal existence. On the other hand, the written form contests certain limitations of the oral form because it situates the writer and the reader at a critical discursive juncture that encourages the articulation of conflicting memories. It makes a big difference to have a body of writing to appeal to, and against which to contrast our self-understanding, our self-revelation, and our selfinvention. It makes a huge difference to think about our ideas in relation to written words that anger us, that inspire us, that cajole us to agree or argue with what’s being communicated, whether it’s the writings of Ellison, or the writings of Foucault, or the writings of Baldwin, or the writings of Hurston. With writing, there’s a different—and I want to stress different, not superior— moment of textual possibility than with orality, because the written narrative opens up space within its seams for the alternate reading, the alternative interpretation, a subject to which I’ll return later.


As a result, you’ve got essays, articles, poems, short stories, and so on that constitute a rhetoric of resistance: they forge a discursive stream that flows against established truths. You can get multiple, contested readings of the same events, histories, and beliefs. But let’s not kid ourselves; whether we’re talking about orality or writing, those in power have used either, or both, to repress black speech, to cloak black voices, to squelch black dissent, or to enforce a stultifying ideological consensus. So I’m not romanticizing writing. Neither am I saying that you can’t get any variation of perspective in oral traditions. It’s just that the functions of oral traditions in black culture are inherently more conservative because of the material conditions that give rise to them. For instance, a big problem that black slaves confronted was how do you survive having your own literacy—and the forms of intellectual life that it nurtured—attacked, even outlawed, for God’s sake, by the state? The oral tradition became a powerful way for black folk to preserve dangerous memories of their beauty and intelligence in a hostile white world that thought of them as beasts and morons. It’s a hell of a hard thing to have textual variation, or to encourage different traditions of interpretation, when white supremacy is winnowing your thoughts and banishing your body from the precincts of cultural appreciation.


So I’m by no means suggesting a vicious hierarchy of the written word over its verbal complement. There is a historically and politically problematic, even racist, cast to many debates about orality and literacy that seek to privilege Eurocentric biases about the superiority of the written word—and its various modalities, technes, and textualities—against the “inferior” spoken word and its myriad oral articulations. I have no truck with these theories, especially since so much of my life is literally lived in the oral moment, entrenched in narrative foxholes doing ideological battle with intellectual and cultural hegemonies, deploying rhetorical weapons shaped in the black church, radical politics, and in the crucible of ghetto-centric cosmologies. Rather, what I mean to do is to rescue, ratify, and reinscribe a largely hidden tradition—that is, to those outside the arc of black letters—of what might be termed indigenous Afrecriture, a black history of writing ourselves into existence. If it is racist to subordinate orality to literacy in the embrace of European hegemony, and in the dismissal of the ingenuity of black diasporic oral traditions, it is equally opprobrious to slight the will to literacy that has motivated black folk to leave written records of our existence. In fact, the mechanisms of literacy, of Afrecriture, have been strategically deployed by griots, intellectuals, and artists to expand the influence of black oral traditions through written stories, tales, and folklore, and through the body of criticism that follows in its wake. The collective articulation of black identity through written narratives is of huge consequence in the black interventions on—and if the truth be told, of the black inventions of—modernity. I simply want to specify the intellectual and, unavoidably, the political utility of orality and literacy and to inventory, in the Gramscian sense, the various registers and effects of each pole of expression in black culture.


In regard to the creation of the self through narrative, it is much different when you have an oral community where people are relying upon the circuits of memory to mediate their self-understanding. Orality carries ontological weight, impressed as it is through the sensuous, esthetic, tactile dimensions of communication, through tongue and mouth, as its bearers speak meaning and identity into existence. Writing is differently ordered, perceived, and nuanced. To be sure, orality is embodied, but in a different way than is the case for literacy. Still, writing possesses, in Donna Haraway’s term, material density. In my mind, writing finesses a certain crude physicality—the act of putting pen to paper, or in our day, of hammering words into a computer keyboard—into an epistemological weight, a material witness against amnesia because you can refer to the text. On the other hand, oral traditions certainly have a kind of genealogical effect: they index how a group passes history and culture over to the next group or down to the next generation. And of course, it’s not a static process; folk transform what they inherit. In that sense, I suspect that what’s going on in such oral traditions is not entirely divorced from what Nietzsche and Foucault meant by genealogy, either: that we try to account for how and when ideas, beliefs, and practices emerge and flourish. What these oral traditions help us to see is that all cultural practices rely, to a degree, on the force of invented memory, that is, memory that is shaped by the intellectual parameters, social circumstances, historical energies, and existential needs of a particular group or society.


So I think that writing is very important in terms of the negotiation by African peoples of modernist and postmodernist cultural forms. Writing is enormously important to try to figure out what the past is about, and what the present is about in relationship to the past. It is also important to understand how writing becomes a bridge of communication and connection between previous cultures and contemporary ones—and a way of reinventing the very character of experience by means of critical reflection and articulation. Writing, of course, is as much about revelation as it is about invention. I’m not suggesting an appeal to authority here, where revelation signifies a Leibnizian view of reality sub species aeternatatis, opposed to what we might term a Wes Montgomery epistemology, since, as the famed jazz guitarist played, we’re “down here on the ground,” suggesting a grassroots deconstruction of an ahistorical metaphysics. I’m speaking of the sense of revelation that comes when one agrees with Dr. Johnson that one doesn’t know


what one is thinking until one begins to write. When one is writing, one is literally writing into and writing from, which I’ll return to later. These poles of writing into and writing from—inscribing and reinscribing—situate the writer in an interpretive and performative moment where the writer becomes the mediator between these two poles of creation. Writing becomes a crucial avenue of both revealing and inventing the future of the race, especially for African American people who are preoccupied with literacy and the articulation of a self through narrative.


In many ways, the debate over writing and other narrative forms taps into an ancient debate about black intelligence. The debate over black writing also sheds light on the constitution of different forms of self-understanding that are critical if we’re to move beyond the mere fixation on the oral—or for that matter, the mere fixation on the cinematic—to talk about the legitimate concern of literate expression. Black people have been torn in at least two directions here. On the one hand, some have defensively said about literacy, in light of how it has been deployed against black intelligence, “That’s about white folk and what they do; that’s about mainstream society and culture. Black folks’ abilities to articulate self-identity, and revelation and culture, are about orality, so writing is not a central part of our project.” On the other hand, some have reflexively said, in a damaging capitulation to European standards of culture, achievement, and intelligence, “Only when we begin to write with a certain level of mastery—with the patriarchal codes implicit in such a statement left in place—will we be able to exemplify our specific forms of intelligence. Then we will be able, in a large sense, to enter the modern world and prove that we are worthy of participation in American democracy and worthy bearers of culture.”


I think there’s a way to avoid the extremes of both views. We can embrace the genius of our oral traditions without downplaying Afrecriture. We can celebrate black orality and literacy without feeling that the mastery of the latter eradicates the necessity for the former. It is not an either/or proposition. We need not feel that black culture should engage in uncritical mimesis of hegemonic conceptions of literacy that degrade the already significant, even Herculean, achievements of black folk. After all, the unpaid labor of black slaves provided the elite of Western culture the leisure to write and think, and to remonstrate against the ignorant and lazy black, which included demeaning our orally based culture. What’s important to me is not to discard writing as a central project of African and African American peoples. There have been all kinds of writings embedded in black culture from the get-go. One of the things we have to see is that it’s a deeply racist moment to suggest that writing (as opposed to orality) is about a tradition external to African American culture. I see myself as a speaker and writer: an articulator of speech and an articulator of ideas, believing that such ideas are not only mediated through speech but are constituted through the very act of writing, through the epistemological weight of writing, through the intellectual and ontological self-revelation that are expressed in writing.


We have to figure out a way to highlight the link between writing and the articulation of black culture, which is where, for me, questions of authenticity are introduced. And right away, one comes up against the bulwark of racist assumptions about black being and intelligence: “It’s not authentic for blacks to speak articulately. It’s not authentic for them to engage in intellectual performances.” As a result, there is a reductio ad absurdum argument made that rests on white supremacist beliefs which, ironically enough, attempt to name the narrowly conceived strengths of black culture: it’s about the articulation of the self through the body. Therefore, the black savage is naturalized as the ideal projection of white beliefs about contact with primal passions in the state of nature. As a result, some critics ignore how the racial contexts of the evolution of black cultural forms exerted a profound material effect on what gained priority in black life. So many of the narrative forms that prevailed in black life, especially oral and musical cultures, have precedence in African American culture because, as Hortense Spillers points out, these are forms that were demanded during slavery. Slave masters didn’t say, “Come and perform a trope for us; come and perform an allegory.” They said, “Come and perform a song for us, and come engage in physical activity.” We have to refocus attention on narrative forms that became a way for black people to extend and investigate a tradition of black cultural expression and survival. I’m not suggesting that black cultural forms developed exclusively or primarily in response to white supremacy. What I am saying is that the disproportionate emphasis on certain cultural forms, and the neglect of others, owes a great deal to the priorities and prejudices of white hegemonic culture. The best black cultural and literary scholars have begun to force us to rethink these issues in light of notions of multiple literacies, inviting us to see how these literacies are connected to varied forms of cultural expression within black society.


The same forces are at work in writing, too, even if they manifest themselves in different ways. In fact, writing is a symptom of the restless quest for literacy that began with orality, an orality that continues to surface in black writing and other narrative practices. In one sense, we’ve come full circle, not only in black culture but in Western culture in general, because writing has supposedly given way—in this cinematic, so-called postliterate culture—to the dominance of the visual and the oral. The latter is best seen, of course, in hip-hop culture, although rap has increasingly experimented as well with visual innovation and technique. But what’s interesting in hip-hop is the lyrical ingenuity and inventiveness that shape oral expression. The different styles in rap music are not simply determined by forms of linguistic expression and aesthetic articulation; they’re shaped as well by the lyrical flow of its greatest artists. We see this in figures like Rakim from earlier hip-hop. We glimpse it more recently in an artist like Nas, who raps about living in the shadow of cliché, randomness, and absurdity, and while there, trying to turn up the light of pleasure to negate their force, as his mate AZ raps on Nas’s debut album, Illmatic: “Life’s a bitch, and then you die, That’s why we puff lie, Cause ya never know/when ya gonna go.” Or when Nas shrewdly reconfigures Shakespeare as he justifies the frenetic pace of black youth culture in its attempt to evade death’s irresistible pursuit: “I never sleep, Cause sleep’s the cousin of death.” You also see it in Lauryn Hill, a rapper from the Fugees group, who gives a brilliantly pithy lesson in how to adapt political sophistication to rhetorical strategy in exposing hardcore rap’s thuggish pretensions, as she raps: “So even after all my logic and my theory, I add a ‘mother fucker’ so you ignorant niggers hear me.”


For me, hip-hop is not simply the oral articulation of a specific moment of black cultural expression among young people. It’s also a profound lesson in how verbal creativity is joined to, perhaps even revealed in, the lyrical imagination that underwrites rap music. I think that lyrical imagination is a powerful form of the narrativity that is crucial to the construction of black identities in postmodernity. Writing, as art and artifact—and as the process of critical assertion that French intellectuals call ecriture, and you see my debt to this concept in my term, Afrecriture—becomes a bridge of articulation among and between cultures. It’s also a way, of course, of reinventing the very shape and texture of life experience in the crucible of textuality, that is, in the unavoidably semiotic character of what Socrates thought of as the examined life. As I said earlier, I think that writing is both writing into and writing from. Of course, there’s a jouissance, an edifying playfulness, that we can experience in coming up with all sorts of prepositions to signify different intensities, and intentions, of writing: writing onto, writing under, writing within, and so forth. Writing into captures the utter utility of writing, how there’s a world to be written into existence, as well as a material surface on which we inscribe our meanings, aims, interpretations, and ultimately our lives. Writing from is done in the opposite direction: it assumes—partly because it has helped to create it—a world of meaning and signification that is the springboard for textual acts and semiotic gestures. Writing—the process of scribing, or even scribbling—involves all sorts of inscriptions, descriptions, subscriptions, and transcriptions. In this vein, writing is ultimately about rewriting. It’s about the making and unmaking, the coding and decoding, the mythologizing and demythologizing of signs, symbols, and meanings through which we narrate our existence. As a result, the writer is situated in the performative moment of narrativity, functioning as an acrobat of interpretation who mediates between the various poles of invention. I think that especially for African American people, who are obsessed with literacy, who are consumed with the articulation of a self through narrative forms, writing becomes a most important avenue of both revealing and inventing the identity of the race.


In terms of writing within the larger scopes of black narratives, I think that hip-hop culture and black cinema are two black narrative styles that fuse, to a degree, traditional forms of orality and new forms of literacy. I see the written word as only one form of literacy; I think we have to talk about multiple literacies. The form of literacy we’re dealing with—cinematic, visual, literary, musical, and so on—will determine how we judge its effectiveness. But we’ve got to remember that in black communities created in a white supremacist world, those who claim literacy carry a double burden: they have had to justify the particular form of literacy they value to the white world, and they have had to justify themselves as worthy bearers of literacy. In both cases, what’s being asked of black folk is proof of their intelligence, which, paradoxically, rarely if ever satisfies those who disbelieve that black folk possess intelligence to begin with. That’s why, of course, even when poet Phillis Wheatley “mastered” Greek—which was supposed to have been the critical proof that a black person was truly intelligent—and wrote poetry that showcased her sophisticated use of technical literary devices, her critics, including Thomas Jefferson, only grudgingly acknowledged her competence. I’ll come back to this issue of the link between literacy and proof of intelligence shortly.


In speaking about multiple literacies, it’s crucial to emphasize that reading and writing—traditional literacy—still supplies the grounding metaphor for how such extraliterary enterprises are assessed. For instance, few would deny that John Singleton’s critically acclaimed movie Boyz N The  Hood worked so magnificently as a film because of its literate treatment of the complex issues that thwart or enable a healthy black masculine identity. The film’s literacy was judged in large part on how well it was written—on the quality of its script—and on how well it narrated its themes through a variety of vocabularies—visual, cinematic, characterological, and the like. Whatever media are employed to express literacy refer back, either literally or symbolically, to writing.


What’s fascinating about writing, too, is how it relates to the varied uses of speech, of articulateness, in black communities, proving how modes of oral and written communication are sutured in black culture. In many ways, orality and literacy, in Walter J. Ong’s memorable phrase, are flip sides of the same coin of rhetorical articulation that is at the heart of fierce debates in American life over the value and status of black identity and intelligence. It all boils down to whether or not black folk are able to read, write, or speak in ways that prove their facility with language and, hence, prove their identity as true Americans and their status as intelligent beings. That’s why there’s still a great deal of white cultural energy focused on the fact that a figure like Colin Powell is so articulate, an observation that captures at once surprise and relief.


So often, however, such beliefs about black folk—about how intelligence and identity are marked by literacy and speech—are rarely engaged in an explicit manner that reveals their ideological stakes and political predicates. In this light, it makes sense to think of black writing—and indeed black narratives and literacies in general—in two ways. First, they assault the dominant culture’s ideological inarticulation—the suppressed features and unspoken dimensions of its hegemony over black culture. Second, they are fashioned to resist the overarticulation of negative readings and distorted images of black life in the dominant culture’s political economy of representation.


When thinking about the roles of black writing, narrative, and literacy, I have in the back of my mind T.S. Eliot’s notion of speech as a “raid on the inarticulate,” although my meaning of it is quite different from Eliot’s. Eliot’s statement is backed by a modernist conception of speech as a relatively stable content with a fixed referent that is thrust into the homogeneous space of inarticulation. In my thinking, speech is a much more fluid, changeable feature of linguisticality. And the inarticulate is both noun and verb, both a way to name silenced speech and the processes by which that silence is managed. If Robert Farris Thompson, Peter Linebaugh, and Paul Gilroy are right about the black Atlantic—that black cultural meanings are, at the very least, triangulated in the intersection of disaporic cultures in the Caribbean, the United Kingdom, and the United States—then black rhetorical practices are likewise polyvocal and multiarticulative: they register the accents of a variety of simultaneous, mutually reinforcing cultural voicings in a transnational zone of exchange, appropriation, and emulation.


What this emphasizes is the radical mobility of black writing, narrative, and literacy. The meanings, and mediators, of black rhetoric move back and forth along—and certainly across—an ever enlarging circumference of racial experience and racial identity. This entire black rhetorical network—including books, articles, films, speeches, plays, and so on—is often mobilized against the ideology of white supremacy. White supremacy is shorthand for the institutional and cultural practices of white racial dominance that are intellectually justified by its exponents as normal and natural. In such a cultural milieu, black rhetorical acts are unavoidable gestures of political contestation.


This social circumstance has given black writing, narrative, and literacy a surplus utility: supplying empirical verification of black humanity while enabling the struggle for black identity and liberation. That’s why literacy is such a powerful subject in black communities; the surplus utility of black literacy also explains why many black folk are hypersensitive about getting, and being perceived as possessing, the “right” sorts of literacy. Beyond black literacy’s surplus utility, it provides for its bearers a more fundamental function that accords with more traditional uses of literacy: the ability to secure gainful employment and to become a useful citizen of one’s nation.


The issues attached to black writing—including identity, liberation, citizenship, intelligence, humanity—are even more important as we move into the world of hypertextuality and cyberspace. Cyberliteracy compounds the complexity of writing in black communities. We’re not simply talking of forms of articulation that are mediated through literary or oral narratives. We’re speaking about a revolutionary reconceptualization of the act of writing where, for instance, the consolidation or collaboration of narratives through communal interaction alter the possibility of defining authorship vis-à-vis a written text. In cyberwriting, there’s a different character to the ontological risk of self-revelation than the sort implied in traditional writing. And of course the issue of agency is considerably more muddied. For instance, how do we account for individual, or personal, responsibility of the text in cyberspace? But there is still, so far, despite poststructuralist ruminations about the “death of the author,” a mediating agent—the writer, who not only stands in for a larger narrative community but also intervenes with his or her own viewpoints about what constitutes, for present purposes, authentic black identity. It’s ironic, in a century marked by radical technological innovation, that there already seems to be a backlash against cyberwriting and a nostalgic move to recover writing as we’ve known it for a few centuries now. Such factors will most certainly have a profound effect on black communities as we continue our struggle with the relation of literacy to identity, and with how technology is a burden or blessing to our progress.






You’ve begun to discuss technology, and recently in contemporary composition scholarship there has been a lot of conversation regarding how technology affects writers. But there hasn’t been much written about how technology specifically affects African American writers. There are some who see cyberwriting and publishing as closer to oral communication than traditional writing and publication. Do you see this as a potential advantage for blacks and others? That is, how do you see the role of technology and writing being affected by or affecting matters of language and race?




I think that new technologies can certainly enhance black cultural expression. In this area, we’re immediately confronted with the argument that black people are scared off by science and technology. But a more accurate reading of how black folk relate to technology must factor in the perception among some blacks that new technologies are controlled by white technical elites who are indifferent to technology’s often negative effects in black communities. For instance, many blacks believe that white technical elites have no interest in making sure that the superinformation highway has an off-ramp into the inner city. There is also a concern that white technical elites evoke notions of technical proficiency, indeed technical literacy, to stigmatize black people because of their alleged exclusion from the regime of scientific intelligence that technology represents.


Still, technology can be extremely useful to black communities. New technologies can increase the “global” experience of blacks—although global is a contested term that deserves scare quotes because one meaning of globalization operates through reproducing narratives of totalization and mastery that control and channel information in destructive ways. But if what is meant by global is access to an international network of artists, cultural workers, activists, professionals, government officials, dissidents, entrepreneurs, and everyday people whose intellectual labor is magnified in the virtual domains of cyberspace, then there’s tremendous good in new technology, beyond the cell phones, pagers, video games, and other forms of urban technology that blacks popularize, stylize, and disproportionately consume. Such a view encourages us to link technology to concerns about the global village that reinforce the internationalism of great political figures and thinkers in our culture, including W.E.B. Du Bois, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Paul Robeson, Ella Baker, Martin Luther King Jr., and Malcolm X.


Any discussion of black culture and technology must also grapple with black cultural skepticism—some would argue paranoia—about technological development and scientific discourse, since the former has sometimes been deployed against black bodies and the latter has been used in arguments against black intelligence. The criminal trial of O.J. Simpson provided a powerful lens on how such skepticism functions in black communities. One of the reasons many black folk were willing to believe that Simpson was innocent (well, that’s not quite true; they simply believed he wasn’t guilty, and that’s a legal, not a moral, distinction), despite expert testimony about sophisticated DNA testing that all but assured Simpson’s imprisonment, was the history of abusive applications of medical technology to black bodies. The infamous Tuskegee experiment—where nearly three hundred black men were used as guinea pigs to test the biological and psychological effects of fully developed syphilis—provides a rhetorical framework and ideological shadow within which medical practices and scientific technologies are interpreted in many black communities. The hostility to certain technologies is historically and culturally inbred.


There is a Foucaultian dimension to these debates as well: many blacks perceive themselves as living in a state of biological surveillance, where medical procedures, new technologies, and artificially induced diseases are mobilized to contain, and to contaminate, the black body. One thinks here of the belief in some black quarters that AIDS was created in a scientific laboratory to kill off black populations. In this sense, the black body becomes a technological spectacle: it is the site of medical fetishization and experimentation through which the practices of white racial dominance are evoked and extended. We must devise strategies to uncouple the relationship between technological advance and racial repression. Once we find ways to interrupt unjust uses of scientific procedures, I think black folk will feel safer, and more empowered, to seize the communicative opportunities presented by new information technologies. One of the more democratic results of blacks “getting wired” is the heightened level of civic literacy and political participation it might encourage. There are few things more liberating than being equipped with information that empowers one to think critically and to act strategically in one’s self-interest.


In a larger theoretical and philosophical sense, there is some merit to the argument that oral communication is closer to information technology than is traditional writing and publication. For instance, if one is on-line and responding to a question posed by a cyberlocutor through “instant messaging,” for example, the interactive, spontaneous character of one’s rhetorical exchange, its densely textured immediacy, is quite like an oral encounter. Traditional writing, on the other hand, depends upon deferred spontaneity; it is the effort to discipline the immediate thought into the protracted reflection. Traditional writing reconceives the object of its examination through a process of relentless revision, even though the Bakhtinian dialogical moment of cyberwriting is quite clear. When orality is conceived as the rhetorical medium through which spontaneous dialogic encounters occur, there’s little doubt that it closely resembles a particular variety of cyberwriting. Certain modes of traditional writing, for instance, nonfiction forms, involve tracking ideas through their logical progression on to their resolution, or at least their conclusion. And you can constantly revise, playing with an idea before it appears in print. But the immediacy of imprint and trace in cyberwriting give it a different phenomenological value. It’s not that one can’t revise cyberwriting, but one does so with a potentially extended community of interlocutors, even if it is only the single person on the other end of one’s communication. The immediacy of the potential response livens the spontaneity but limits the process of critical reflection. In traditional writing, one writes, rewrites, and revises before delivering a provisionally characteristic, or, paradoxically, a situationally definitive, statement of what one thinks. (After all, one can always revise an essay written for a journal or magazine for publication in a subsequent book.) In one sense, such a process of creation is being interrupted by new technologies where one commits oneself to a belief more immediately. One has a more quickly determined linguistic or textual loyalty than is the case with traditional writing. In this sense, cyberwriting is certainly closer to oral communication, where orality includes the spontaneous articulation of beliefs and not simply the recirculation of well-honed cultural and ethnic ideas.
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“Michal Eric Dyson s not only the most talented
ehetorical acrobat in the academy—he also is onc
of the most courageous and engaged intcllcctuals

America. His Open Mike is a challenging siren
o us all.” —CORNEL WEST

“This series of interviews with Michael Eric Dyson-
one of the most cloquent and wide-ranging black

fluendy between academic and popular audicnces,
between “high theory” and ‘low life,’ Tupac Shakur
and Nietzsche.. —STUART HALL






